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Role strain and work-family conflict impact many single mothers’ lives while they
mitigate their roles as parents, laborers, and co-educators for their children. However, the
COVID-19 pandemic lockdown led to a change in role strain and conflict of single mothers’ daily
lives and how they navigate the challenges of childcare, their working lives, and how their
children had to attend school virtually. In this study, I aimed to learn how single mothers
managed their roles during the pandemic, compared to how they navigated role strain and
work-family conflict before the pandemic. Using in-depth qualitative interviews, I interviewed
six single mothers from rural Illinois and Missouri in hopes to find themes relating to how the
pandemic lockdown impacted their roles as parents, laborers, and co-educators, their
emotional responses to these changes, and how they were resourceful in handling the new
challenges. I contributed to the role strain and role conflict literature of single mothers by
including women that lived in rural areas during the pandemic. Their narratives included
examples of conflict between their roles as parents and laborers when compared to childcare,
workplace, and school shutdowns. Additionally, the participants revealed emergent challenges
of helping their children learn from home, all while they worked from home or remained
unemployed. I concluded by discussing the implications for future research that will include
more narratives to be shared connecting the impact of the pandemic on single mothers to
i

rurality, as well as other intersecting factors like race, class, (dis)ability, immigration status, and
education level.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
As schools, businesses, and childcare centers began to shut their doors in response to
mandated stay-at-home orders during the COVID-19 pandemic, single mothers found
themselves adjusting to unexpected changes by adopting new responsibilities and demands
(Croda & Grossbard, 2021). The parenting, laborer, and co-educator roles that single mothers
take on typically reflect those that married women with children engage with (Ciabattari, 2007).
While Edin (1997) has found that single mothers receive some assistance from family and
friends, they must largely mitigate the demands and responsibilities of those roles by
themselves to maintain order in their households (See also Sidel, 2006). At times, single
mothers experience role strain among their responsibilities as parents, laborers, and coeducators as well as role conflict between the roles they single-handedly manage (Campbell &
Moen, 1992; Ciabattari, 2007; Maldonado & Nieuwenhuis, 2019). However, large-scale social
crises likely differentially disrupt the role responsibilities and demands for certain groups in a
society (Stryker & Macke, 1978; Tsushima & Gecas, 2001). The severity of any impact will
depend on the groups’ social location as well as residential location (e.g., urban, suburban,
rural) because of both intersecting systems of inequality and prejudice and differential access
to assistance (Cho et al., 2021; USDAa, 2021; USDAb, 2021). For example, the rural labor force
experienced more layoffs, employee terminations, and permanent business closures during the
COVID-19 pandemic than urban areas (Brooks et al., 2021).
The societal disruptions caused by reactions to the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic likely
impacted single mothers differently than others. How did single mothers navigate changes in
1

role strain and role conflict in rural areas during the pandemic compared to how they managed
role strain and role conflict before the pandemic? It is important to understand how role strain
and role conflict changed, emerged, or remained the same before and during the pandemic
among single mothers in rural Illinois and Missouri. Studies emerged during the pandemic that
began to evaluate the impacts on single mother-led households of changes in particular
domains, such as childcare accessibility and rising costs (Ali et al., 2020; Igielnik, 2021; Fillion,
2022), job closures and financial struggle (Hertz et al., 2020; Parker et al., 2020; Kulik, 2021),
and school closures that led to changes both in how children learn and how single mothers coeducate (Auxier & Anderson, 2020; Kinsey et al., 2020; Bansak & Starr, 2021). Other social
scientists researched the impact the pandemic had on gender inequality in high-income
countries like the U.S. (Alon et al., 2020; Glennon et al., 2021). While these studies inform my
research, no studies have emerged to compare the role strain and role conflict experienced by
single mothers before the pandemic and during the pandemic.
Role Theory, Role Strain, and Role Conflict
Roles are socially constructed and help shape individuals’ identity and character;
therein, identifying individuals within a group and the group within society (Mead, 1934;
Parsons, 1951; Goffman, 1959). While all societies need functional roles to sustain solidarity,
there are two problems with the social construction of roles in the U.S.: the traditional family
with a sex-based division of roles and the expectation for a married couple nuclear family, both
of which indicate strict expectations on what men and women do and how they are expected to
take care of family without the help of extended family and communities. Therefore, the
implications of roles are problematic concerning gender equality in the U.S., particularly in how
2

single motherhood is compared to the traditional concept of “family,” using married couples as
the standard to which all other household types are compared (Mooi-Reci & Risman, 2021). The
COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns revealed how women’s roles as parents—along
with the unpaid labor they take on as parents—can be immediately impacted on a macro-social
level (Alon et al., 2020). As businesses began to close, mothers were forced with the decision to
either work remotely or, if working from home was not an option, terminate their employment
so that they could take care of their children (NWLC, 2021), a segue into a type of role conflict
that many mothers have never experienced.
Role conflict is defined as a contradiction between two or more roles (Getzels & Guba,
1954), such as when a working parent must decide to either stay at work or attend a parentchild activity at the child’s school. During the pandemic lockdown, single mothers’ roles as
caretakers for their children conflicted with their roles as workers when childcare centers and
schools closed (USDL, 2021), forcing mothers to either work from home or terminate their
employment so that they could take care of their children during the lockdown (Igielnik, 2021).
On the other hand, role strain occurs when the responsibilities and demands of one role
overlap one another (Goode, 1960), such as when single mothers had to adapt to teaching their
children how to learn online during school closures, creating exhaustion, anxiety, and strain
among the mothers’ physical and mental health because they had to do more as co-educator
than ever before with no assistance (Bansak & Starr, 2021). Basically, role strain occurs when
single mothers have too much to do in one of their roles (e.g., parent, laborer, co-educator) and
role conflict occurs whenever two or more roles contradict one another.
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The Three Domains
In this study, I explore three domains to understand if/how role strain and role conflict
changed among single mothers in rural Illinois and Missouri during the pandemic. First,
childcare accessibility and costs were impacted by the pandemic lockdown, altering the
childcare centers and/or means that mothers—married and single—relied on to take care of
their children while they had other responsibilities (e.g., work, doctor’s appointments). Given
that single mothers do not have a partner to mitigate the demands of childcare, the childcare
crisis was more problematic among single mother-led households. Second, job closures and
financial problems are variables that, when under the duress of large-scale crises like the
pandemic, can impact the labor role responsibilities of single mothers. While some single
mothers’ role as laborer were strained within the job itself (e.g., increased/decreased hours,
layoffs/ termination, remote work), others experienced role conflict in how they had to choose
childcare over labor. Finally, single mothers’ role as co-educator for their children—that is,
mothers continuing to help their children learn while they are not in school—was impacted
because of school closures and the transition into learning online from home. Mothers had to
quickly adapt to helping their children engage in their classes virtually while also taking on more
direct co-educator roles, as the children’s teachers could not assist the children in a direct, faceto-face setting.
Significance of the Study and Research Questions
In this pilot study, I contribute to role strain and role conflict theories and literature that
focus on single mother-led households and how single mothers navigate daily life in their roles
as parents, workers, and co-educators. I also use this study to inform contemporary feminism,
4

particularly in the feminist pursuit of remedying gender inequality and the patriarchal
institutionalization of social roles and role expectations. This study is directed by the following
research questions:
•

How did single mothers navigate role strain and role conflict in rural areas during the
pandemic compared to how they managed role strain and role conflict before the
pandemic?
o What did single mothers’ role strain and role conflict look like before the
pandemic and how did they manage them?
o How did single mothers navigate role strain and role conflict during the
pandemic?
o How did single mothers navigate the demands for childcare when childcare
accessibility became limited or completely inaccessible during the pandemic?
o How did single mothers navigate new demands (if any) on their work lives during
the pandemic?
o How did single mothers co-educate their children while schools were closed?
What new methods/material did they have to (re)learn in order to help teach
their children?

Research Design
In this study, I present the findings from the qualitative research that I conducted with
women that identify as single mothers above the age of 19 during the pandemic and live in the
rural areas of Illinois or Missouri. Data were collected from semi-structured, in-depth interviews
that were conducted either face-to-face or over the phone. For this study, I interviewed a total
5

of six single mothers. The interviews were conducted between September 2021 and February
2022. Interview respondents were recruited from on-site advertisements, Facebook
solicitations, and snowball sampling. Essentially, data were collected from the single mothers to
help answer the research question pertaining to how single mothers in rural areas navigated
role strain and role conflict during the pandemic, as compared to pre-pandemic.
Outline of the Paper
In the following chapter (Chapter 2) of this paper, I provide a thorough review of the
literature on role theory, role strain, role conflict, and work-family conflict in relation to single
mothers and single mother-led households. I also review extant literature on how the COVID-19
pandemic impacted childcare access and costs, workplace closures and single mother-led
household income, and school closures and changes in how children were educated. Chapter 3
outlines the methods used in this study, elaborating on the recruitment strategies, sample size
and demographics, how data were collected, and the analytic strategy. In Chapter 4, I provide
findings and my analysis of the data, answering both prescribed questions included in the
interview protocol and additional questions asked that enabled unexpected themes to emerge.
Finally, in Chapter 5, I conclude the paper with a summary of the findings, a discussion on the
limitations of the research and sample, and suggestions for how this study can be expanded
and used in future research.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
In this chapter, I provided classic theories and their definitions and contemporary
studies to help direct my research question: How did the role strain and role conflict among
single mothers in rural Illinois and Missouri change during the COVID-19 pandemic shutdown? I
separated this chapter into five sections, all of which relate to contemporary studies regarding
single mothers’ roles as parents, laborers, and co-educators—the three domains that I examine
throughout this study. The first section defines role theory (Mead, 1938; Parsons, 1951) and
how it contributes to contemporary social studies. The second section defines role strain and
role conflict (Goode, 1960) and how the two relate to single motherhood. I used classic and
extant literature relating to role strain and role conflict to better inform the way in which I
analyze data gathered for this study. In the last three sections, I used research conducted since
the pandemic began in 2020 regarding the three domains—the childcare crisis, labor and
financial disruptions, and school shutdowns and changes in mothers’ roles as co-educator—and
discussed how the literature reflects role strain and role conflict. Finally, I concluded this
literature review with a summary of how classic role theories inform modern social phenomena
like the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent shutdowns—enabling my pilot study to contribute
to sociological knowledge of role strain and role conflict.
Role Theory
Role theory defines the ways in which members of a society “act out” expected roles
that are socially constructed (Goffman, 1959). The roles individuals take on typically include
norms, duties, and behaviors that relate to components of the individual, therein shaping the
7

individual’s identity and character (Mead, 1934; Parsons, 1951). Some of the socially
constructed, normative roles of parenthood are universally held but how they are enacted can
vary by specific identifiers such as location, race, gender, culture, and age (Purewal & Van Den
Akker, 2007). What is perceived as the ‘nuclear family’ in the U.S. is encapsulated in social,
economic, religious, and legal systems and is propagated through social policy, housing, and
mass media (Biddle, 1986). In other words, family roles are embedded in the institution of the
family and include prescriptions for beliefs, norms, values, and modes of behavior—the
meanings of family are institutionalized and then influence rules, laws, policies, etc. (Zucker,
1977).
Just as dominant expectations for roles are embedded in social institutions, including
the family and economy, so too are they gendered. While the restructuring of how gender is
perceived in the U.S. has progressed over time, expectations are still imposed upon women
regarding their responsibilities in the family. As a result, the vision of ‘family’ reinforces the role
of ‘mother’ and often leads to discrimination, prejudice, and lack of empathy toward those—
specifically, single mothers—who do not fit the universal ideal of family (Abbot et al., 2005). In
turn, public policies and programs that are specifically designed to assist and protect single
mothers are still embedded with a gendered ideology that conflates all women into a single
category without accounting for the lived experiences among individuals/groups or using an
intersectional analysis that provides a broader view of single mothers’ experiences and their
differing roles in contemporary society. For example, concerning the effects that policies have
on women, Kornbluh and Mink (2019) argue that political agents’ anti-welfare agenda and the
U.S. government’s attempt to cut welfare by limiting women's access to benefits and pressuring
8

women to have fewer babies and marry the biological father of their children, clearly impact
women’s life chances. Kornbluh and Mink also elaborate on the gendered structure of the
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program 1, which discourages single mothers
from allowing men to live with them while under the program’s 45-month assistance. The
assumption is that if you can marry and have a secondary income to support the family, then
you do not require public assistance like TANF. Therefore, the roles of single mothers are
imposed upon them by male-dominated institutionalization from the top-down, affecting not
only the assistance they receive and how they use it, but affecting their familial, sexual, labor,
and economic decisions as well.
Role Strain and Role Conflict
Roles are subject to tension due to the faulty balance of benefits and costs among role
bearers which, in turn, limits the power and resources of those bearers (Turner, 2001). The
tension developed withing a single role’s demands and responsibilities is defined as role strain,
representing the difficulty felt by individuals in fulfilling specific role expectations and
obligations, typically because of unfavorable or unforeseen situations (Goode, 1960). While two
parent families can share economic and family roles, though often mothers are more burdened
than fathers, single mothers are forced to single-handedly take on all economic and family

1

The work regulations and time limitations that are embedded in TANF policies are gendered in three ways. First,
the welfare-to-work policies mandate women to take on the position of ‘breadwinner’ by finding high-paying work
that will support their single parent-led household—relating to the traditional role of ‘man’ in the family. Second,
as the time limitations close, women are expected to rely on the financial sustenance provided through child
support which is taken from the paternal father of the mother’s child(ren). In other words, the mother, regardless
of her single status, is still expected to rely on the father of her child(ren) to support their livelihood. Finally, some
women whose time limitations have expired, those who lose their jobs while under the TANF program, or those
who lose their benefits due to noncompliance find themselves in the position of having to rely on a man (e.g., new
boyfriend, former lover) in order to help her and her children survive—once again, imposing gendered norms onto
the livelihood of single mother-led households (Scott, London, & Myers, 2002; Kornbluh & Mink, 2019).
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roles. Basically, single mothers do not have a partner or cohort to help with factors such as
childcare, income, and serving as co-educators for their children whenever the children are not
in school. Yet, single mother-led households are expected to emulate the roles of the
traditional family structure which typically leads to the marginalization of single mothers on the
conditions of deficits and disadvantages (e.g., financial stability, access to more resources such
as appropriate childcare, mitigation of time and energy) (Zartler, 2014).
While role strain defines the experience of overlapping responsibilities and demands
within a single role—essentially, having too many responsibilities to maintain at one time—role
conflict represents contradictions that emerge between two or more roles at one time (e.g., the
role of parenting conflicting with the roles of laborer and co-educator). In other words, role
conflict occurs when different roles have demands that are in opposition or contradiction with
one another; role conflict can cause people to be pulled in multiple directions (Getzels & Guba,
1954; Stryker & Macke, 1978). Role conflict among single mothers is distinct when compared to
other family structures because of how they are forced to comply with expectations like
earning wages, maintaining residency, and raising children—in concert with all the factors of
child rearing like education, transportation, and physical and identity development—but
without the ability to share the responsibilities with a partner. In their longitudinal study of
employed rural, low-income, single mothers, Son and Bauer (2010) find that even when single
mothers have access to resources that meet their household’s demands, they still feel the
pressures of work-family conflict in the form of having to manage everything themselves, time
constraints, and long-standing effects on their physical and mental health.
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Work-Family conflict
Researchers have found a problematic relationship between work-family conflict and
general life satisfaction among single mothers because many single mothers find it difficult to
manage work-family life by themselves as well as their attempt to remedy the emotional
pressures that emerge as a result of the uneven and consistent pull between their work and
family lives (Kossek & Ozeki, 1998). Therefore, the drive toward work-family symbiosis is
particularly difficult for single mothers due to role strain, role conflict, and the barriers that
keep them from accessing necessary resources to overcome their immediate and future
struggles. Research has found that single mothers typically have less education than dual
parents and even single fathers, as well as less prestigious jobs and lower incomes (Hilton et al.,
2001; Single Mother Statistics, 2022). So, when single mothers attempt social mobility by
overcoming barriers like increasing their education and applying for better work positions for
higher-paying incomes, the activities involved in these struggles further amplify their workfamily conflict—imposing time constraints on their ability to balance work and time spent with
their children. Additionally, single mothers often work in environments that reinforce barriers
for social mobility because they have inflexible and irregular work hours, stressful work
demands, and rigid employers (Van Gasse & Mortelmans, 2020; Single Mother Statistics, 2022).
Childcare Impacting the Role of Parenting
The history of low-income and working-class single mothers and childcare is wrought
with difficulties including the struggle to receive assistance that helps curb out-of-pocket
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expenses for childcare, public policy reformation over time 2, and the hubris of local and state
authorities that reproduce gendered expectations toward women-and-work and women-andfamily (Kramer et al., 2016). Middle- and working-class parents typically cover the full cost of
childcare from their own income, while childcare is barely affordable to families that survive on
low income. In addition, low-income, single parent-led families that have children who qualify
for public assistance find themselves positioned against state governments that do not allocate
necessary funding to childcare—because many state governments have focused, instead, on
pouring federal block grant funding into workforce training (Michel, 1998; Kornbluh & Mink,
2019). 3 Even though many families, particularly single mother-led families, qualify for childcare
assistance, only 1 in 6 receive funding (ASPE, 2019). Mink (1996) famously challenged the TANF
and PRWOA programs that were being approved and implemented by each state in the 1990s:
she stated that “the law continues to injure poor single mothers’ rights even after time limits
end their access to benefits, for it directs them to forsake child raising for full-time wage
earning,” (171). Paradoxically the foci of these programs have shifted away from family—even
single parent-led families—toward labor. The cost and limited choices of childcare further

2

The public policy reformation over time refers to the transition of the Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) to the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program during the Clinton administration of the
90s. Though the amendment of the program was meant to ameliorate poverty among low-income families with
special attention being paid to workforce training and childcare funding, more single parent-led households found
themselves entering into deep poverty because the training and funding that were part of the policy package were
left to be distributed by state-level governments—many of which misused or reallocated their block grants to
other programs rather than providing funding to childcare so that single parents could enter or re-enter the
workforce with no excess income being spent on the rising costs of childcare (Wolfe, 2002).
3
Please note that the same issue regarding the poor allocation of block grant funding provided by the federal
government to each state with the expectations that the funding will be used to cover the costs of proper childcare
among single, low-income and working-class parents was discussed by Michel in 1998 and still remains a problem
twenty-one years later as Kornbluh and Mink pick up on this same issue in their 2019 publishing.
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reflect inequality and, as but just one factor among many, increase single mothers’ work-family
conflict and role strain (Bruckman, 2018).
According to the Department of Health and Human Services, childcare is deemed
‘affordable’ if it costs no more than 10 percent of a family’s gross monthly income (HHS, 2015).
To elaborate on this notion, as of 2020 the monthly infant care in Illinois costs an average of
$1150 per month (four-year-old childcare averages around $864 per month). Minimum wage
earners in Illinois accrue roughly $1430 per month, which means that they will need to spend
more than 80 percent of their gross monthly income on center-based childcare. In addition, the
average cost of childcare in Missouri is $837 per month while the median household monthly
income is around $4500, indicating that even at the level of gross monthly income families
spend 18.5 percent of their total income on childcare (Procare, 2020). When single mothers
cannot afford center-based childcare, they often rely on family members (e.g., parents,
grandparents, siblings), neighbors, and friends to take care of their children while they are at
work (Gordon & Chase-Lansdale, 2001). As a result, favors are often used as trade for childcare
between the single mother and the cohort or an affordable daily or weekly price is agreed upon
between the mother and the cohort (Davis & Connelly, 2005) thus, enabling the mother to
navigate the tumultuous waters of work-family life better. Additionally, relatives of single
mothers typically help with childcare because they are more invested in the child’s
development as compared to a nonrelative (Presser, 1989; Edin, 1997).
The childcare crisis during the COVID-19 lockdown
There are three interconnecting domains involved in changing the nature and extent of
role strain and work-family conflict for single mothers before and during the pandemic
13

examined in this study: accessibility to and cost of childcare, changes in labor and finances, and
shifts in how single mothers co-educate their children. Childcare has taken a hit both in the
shutdowns of childcare centers and the ability for single mothers to afford centers that remain
open or alternative forms of childcare like private babysitting. The crisis of childcare is
connected to labor such that single mothers either have seen their hours cut during the
pandemic or increased—the former indicating a lack of funding for childcare and the latter
indicating a lack of time being spent in the household (King & Frederickson, 2021). Additionally,
public schools that served as childcare centers for children over the age of 4 were temporarily
shut down during the COVID crisis, forcing children to learn from home which means that single
mothers who initially relied on public schools as a form of childcare no longer have this as an
option (Hertz et al., 2021). On the other hand, single mothers who are able to work remotely
and ameliorate the issue of childcare still face a new conflict between work and family, as the
two are now combined. Single mothers find themselves maintaining an income by working
from the home but must balance the role conflict between satisfying children’s attention and
needs while working, as well as taking on the role of co-educator by helping children learn from
home and navigating education programs (Igielnik, 2021).
The stay-at-home orders did not apply to single mothers who were essential workers,
even though there were some emergency policies that helped ameliorate potential financial
problems like the rent moratorium and stimulus check distribution, the issue of childcare still
loomed over the economic sustainability of single mother-led households. Children were forced
to stay at home due to school closures and childcare center shutdowns.
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Single mothers who had to leave the home each day for essential work now had to
allocate more funding to childcare than they did pre-pandemic (Glennon et al., 2021). Yet, the
crisis does not just exist among single mothers needing to find affordable childcare, but within
the childcare facilities and their employees as well. In July 2020, the U.S. House of
Representatives passed the bipartisan Child Care is Essential Act that would provide $50 billion
toward stabilizing the childcare industry heavily affected by the pandemic-related shutdown.
Unfortunately, this bill never made it past the Senate. Childcare workers care for the children of
essential employees yet, are essential workers themselves who are low paid and may have their
own childcare needs (Kaplan & Hoff, 2021). Due to the COVID-19 crisis, childcare centers have
seen, on average, a 47 percent increase in operating costs which further hinders single mothers
from being able to afford childcare, especially among those with younger children (Workman &
Jessen-Howard, 2020). At the same time, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021),
only two-thirds of childcare jobs have been recovered since the pandemic shutdown in March
2020 and September 2021. Recent research indicates a reduction in the supply of childcare job
postings and little change in demand for childcare among families with children during stay-athome orders (Ali et al., 2020); yet it is single mothers that exist in the margins of such studies—
those who could not work from home during stay-at-home orders—who deserve special
attention under the duress of such social changes and malformed policies.
Public policies and assistance do not exactly ameliorate the work-family conflict among
single mothers, nor do the policies and assistance alleviate the strain they feel as the sole
caretakers of their children. The regulations found in programs like TANF place more stress on
the daily responsibilities of single mothers because of how these regulations are designed and
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reinforced by both men with political clout and persons who do not understand first-hand the
role strain and work-family conflict single mothers face regularly. The issues of childcare for
single mothers need to be studied with an intersectional lens, examining the unique
experiences of single mothers with multiple potentially disadvantaging statuses including race,
location, and social class. Black and Latinx mothers in low- to middle-income neighborhoods
have felt the greatest shockwave not in just maintaining their work as essential employees,
being exposed daily to the coronavirus, but watching their already-costly childcare centers
close—and remain closed—due to cases of COVID-19 being more prevalent in their
marginalized communities across the country (Malik et al., 2020). Though low-income single
mother-led households feel the greatest stressors of gender and income inequality, especially
when considering both the cost of childcare and the shutdown of childcare facilities, even
middle-class single mothers have claimed that monthly childcare now costs more than their
mortgage and car payment (DeParle, 2021). Yet, the crisis of childcare is but one of many
problems single mothers faced during the public and familial dishevel of the COVID-19
pandemic.
Job Closures and Financial Problems of Single Mothers During the Pandemic
It is important to observe contemporary statistical data relating to the population count,
wages, and labor of single mothers during the pandemic. According to the 2020 U.S. census,
80.5 percent of the 11 million single parent-led families were led by single mothers and more
than 30 percent of these households fall below the poverty line (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). The
median income for single mother-led households in 2020 is about $48,098, while married
couples’ median income is about $102,308 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021). In addition, it is
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estimated that a single mother with two children is required to make $20,231 per year just to
lift the family above the poverty line (Tucker, 2019). This does not account for the actual cost
for ‘sustainable livelihood’ in the U.S., which is significantly different, nor do these statistics
consider the consequences that economic inflation imposes on single mother-led families
either, like rising inflation during the ongoing pandemic in 2021-2022. 4 5
The minimum wage is the amount of pay set by the law, whereas a sustainable wage is
determined by the costs to cover basic needs depending on location.6 In 2021, the Raise the
Wage Act circulated through Congress, attempting to increase the minimum wage to meet the
need for sustainable wages at $15 per hour. Essential and front-line jobs require the wage
increase the most, especially when considering that half of the 47.7 million workers in the US
are employed in occupations that pay less than $15 per hour (Kinder & Stateler, 2021). Given
that nearly one-third of single mothers' work is in low-wage essential and front-line jobs, this
act would not only lift them out of and away from the poverty line but enable them to live a
sustainable life free from the rigorous mandates of public assistance (NWLC, 2021; Cooper et
al., 2021). In addition, reformed financial safety nets such as TANF—or a development of
entirely new public assistance programs—will also assist single mothers whenever they become

4

The household income gap between the poverty line and what is considered ‘sustainable wages’ or gross yearly
income of single mother-led families is considerably large. For example, on average, the poverty line for a single
mother with two children is anything less than $20,231 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2021). Yet, what is considered a
sustainable yearly income for single mothers with two children in Missouri is $57,224 (a $37,000 gap), while
Illinois’s is $64,088—a nearly $44,000 gap (Glasmeier, 2020).
5
The U.S. inflation rate rose from 1.4 percent in 2020 to 6.8 percent in December 2021—an indicator that as
energy (e.g., oil), retail, and real estate prices increase, single mothers must pay more while their wages remain
similar to those they had before the inflation began to rise significantly (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021).
6
Location plays a big factor in sustainable livelihood and wages. For example, a single mother needs to make more
money when living in the northeastern regions of the U.S. (e.g., Massachusetts, New York, Connecticut) as
compared to Southern and Midwestern states like Kentucky, Arkansas, and Missouri in order to cover the costs of
basic needs (WPR, 2021).
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unemployed (Blank, 2007), especially during phenomena like the pandemic shutdown in which
stay-at-home orders or delayed unemployment benefits threaten to dismantle the livelihood of
single mother-led households.
Though the trends of confirmed COVID-19 cases and unemployment increased and
plateaued at roughly the same time in both metropolitan and rural areas in the U.S. (USDA,
2021), rural areas have a higher susceptibility to labor market shocks than their urban
counterparts which recover much quicker (Thiede & Slack, 2017). Mueller et al. (2021) found
that in the rural West, 21.4 percent of the 1,009 individuals surveyed were no longer employed
or were employed part-time after April 2020, compared to only 11.7 percent of rural residents
being unemployed in 2019. In addition, rural citizens are less likely to work remotely, as
compared to urban workers, because of diminished job options and limited access to good
Internet broadband (Mueller et al., 2021). Though 5.2 million women became unemployed or
under-employed since the beginning of the pandemic (NWLC, 2021), there are no current data
regarding how many of these women are single mothers that work and reside in rural areas,
but single mothers who do live in rural areas would be disadvantaged economically.
As it stands, single parent-led households now account for 34 percent of all households
in rural America, a significant increase from 26 percent in 2000 (McGranahan, 2015). Single
mothers' employment in rural service, retail, and food sectors cannot be regarded as a uniform
condition either. The job conditions themselves are a catalyst for poorer homelife among most
single mother-led households (Lleras, 2008) and the changes in work patterns in rural America
have increased the population of single mothers with young children into the formal work force
which, in turn, reproduces their work-family conflict (e.g., time spent transporting, diminished
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income to afford childcare, accessibility to resources). Given that not just single mothers but
many individuals and families within rural America had to adjust to such circumstances by
working further away from their homes, this increases the need for more reliable vehicles and
affordable gas prices. Furthermore, as family members who provided free or affordable
childcare were forced into the work force in rural America, this also meant that single mothers
had to find alternative forms of childcare that they could afford on minimal pay (MacTavish &
Salamon, 2003). In turn, this forced single mothers to devise new methods of balancing paid
and non-paid labor.
When it comes to navigating the divide between paid and non-paid labor, research
shows that single mothers exhibit significant resourcefulness in both their jobs and family life
(Jones, 2008; Kulik, 2021). For example, establishing and maintaining positive, reciprocal social
networks (e.g., family, friends, neighbors) are shown to help ease the daily strain single
mothers normally face (Harknett, 2006). However, with the onset of the pandemic and the
subsequent public shutdown, the networks single mothers had become strained due to stay-athome orders and health concerns related to exposing children to others outside of the home.
Yet, it is likely that the mothers who were not provided with the option of working remotely
either continued to work outside of the home—increasing the risk of contracting or carrying the
virus—or quit their jobs so that they could take care of their homebound children with limited
exposure to the virus. Among the single mothers who had to continue working outside of the
home, other factors like hour cuts, hour increases, and businesses closing their doors for
extended periods of time, the economy and time single mothers could spend at home were
heavily influenced by the pandemic shutdown (Glennon et al., 2021).
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In a recent study, Hertz, Mattes, and Shook (2020) argue that as social services like
childcare centers and public schools closed, the roles of single mother-led families were
stretched to an almost unbearable point in tandem with social distancing from their former
social networks and an uncertainty about the type of employment they faced (e.g., remote
work, limited hours, job loss). Parker, Horowitz, and Minkin (2020) found that 39 percent of
mothers in essential and front-line occupations (e.g., retail, nursing, restaurant service) claim
that balancing family and work responsibilities is more difficult because of the pandemic
shutdown due to shifts in scheduling—either an increase or decrease in hours—and exposure
to health risks. Concerning location matters, rural areas have a larger portion of part-time,
minimum wage, and seasonal jobs than urban regions (Weber et al., 2001). In fact, single
mothers who work in retail and food service industries face “atypical work schedules [that]
create problems for mothers in synchronizing work and family activities and thereby contribute
to feelings of strain,” (Campbell & Moen, 1992: 205).
Due to companies closing or cutting hours, either temporarily or permanently, because
of the pandemic, many individuals lost their jobs during the crisis (Bennett, 2021). The
pandemic shutdown increased work-family conflict among single mothers for several reasons.
Some women found themselves underemployed with massive cuts in hours while others lost
their jobs entirely due to businesses closing, all of which decreased the income of single
mother-led households and, in turn, decreased their likelihood of being able to afford childcare.
On the other hand, some occupations like nursing and home healthcare increased the hours
single mothers worked—a direct influence of the coronavirus itself—which took more of their
time away from home life adding to role strain and role conflict. Not only do these labor and
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economic issues within the single mother family reflect additional new strains and an increase
in work-family conflict but they also further perpetuate the systemic nature of gender
inequality. Compared to the former 2008 recession which showed job losses for men in
manufacturing and construction labor were higher than women’s work in healthcare and
education (Kochhar, 2011), a reversal in job losses by gender occurred during the COVID-19
pandemic. Alon et al. (2020) found that not only have women lost more jobs than men during
the pandemic, but the effects of disproportionate essential job losses among women will
outlast the actual pandemic and forgo the likelihood of secure employment in the future.
Additionally, many single mothers entered the pandemic crisis with little financial resources to
begin with, forcing them to have to come up with different means of childcare—albeit a risk to
health when exposing their children to different environments during the pandemic—or quit
their jobs so that they could take care of their children themselves (Almeida et al., 2020;
Glennon et al., 2021).
Women who were given the option or were forced to work remotely also find
themselves navigating unfamiliar territory among the strains and conflicts pressing on them
during the pandemic. Single mothers who worked and continue to work from their homes are
found to be more likely to report their work-life balance has not become easier but more
strenuous (Igielnik, 2021). Though women from rural communities in the U.S. were less likely to
work remotely (Brooks et al., 2021), as compared to urban workers, those who did find
themselves in the fray of working from home encountered work-family conflicts that they have
never experienced before. As remote employees, single mothers struggled to accomplish tasks
with fewer resources and had to balance the attention required from both their work and their
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children. In other words, “single mothers felt accountable to an ideology to which they had
never subscribed,” (Hertz et al., 2020), which reinforces Mink’s earlier notion of how the
capitalist ideology has created barriers between labor and family, especially among single
mothers who are required more at home than they are at work (1996). Unfortunately, single
mothers are expected to sacrifice more than any other group of people and bring in a
sustainable income by their own labor in a society where such comforts are hard to attain and
even harder to maintain.
School Closures and Changes in Single Mothers’ Role as Co-Educator
The third factor that played a role in the rise of both strain and work-family conflict
among single mothers during the pandemic was school closures. As a result of the stay-at-home
orders, single mothers had to take on the role of co-educator to help their children navigate
education programs that they, their children, and their children’s teachers were not entirely
familiar with. Additionally, mothers now had to figure out what to do about childcare because
of the school shutdowns and, in tandem, balance the new effects of their work life with the
unexpected changes in their home life.
Parker, Horowitz, and Minkin (2020) find that 65 percent of the women they surveyed
list childcare responsibilities, including responding to new educational challenges, as one of the
main reasons why they either work from home or quit their jobs. Examining data gathered from
Germany, Japan, the U.K., and the U.S., Croda and Grossbard (2021) find that the pressing toll
on women resulting from school closures pose more negative consequences for mothers of
young children as compared to fathers; the closures also caused more mental health issues and
an increase in unhappiness toward extra parental responsibilities among women. Yet, fewer
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women in rural areas were offered the option to work remotely—compared to urban or
suburban women—forcing them to maintain work, even if at only a part-time status, to fill the
financial gaps that stimulus checks and public assistance could not (Brooks et al., 2021). Single
mothers had to invest more time into the role of co-educator than they did before the stay-athome orders started. However, not all mothers that worked outside the home, especially in
jobs that increased the hours of single mothers, could devote more time to being their
child(ren)’s co-educator. Bansak and Starr (2021) found that, when compared to married
couples and women that were allowed to work from home, single mothers in the service and
retail industries spent less time helping their children with at-home schooling for reasons
including lack of time and lack of knowledge concerning how to help educate their children with
unfamiliar online programs.
The challenge of primary and secondary students transitioning into learning from home
in rural areas is distinct from other locations. Reliance on free or reduced lunches to ease food
insecurity in single mother-led households became an unexpected and dire situation during the
pandemic (Almeida et al., 2020). It took recognizing the issue of how many low-income families
relied on the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) pre-pandemic to spur the USDA and local
communities into action—continuing the provision of food to families through food care
packages, an increase in SNAP benefits, and stocking local food banks with more resources than
they had before the pandemic (Kinsey et al., 2020). Programs like the NSLP show how public
schools provide more than just education but enable low-income families—especially single
mother-led families—to handle food insecurity better. Though the situation with food
provisions was temporarily disrupted with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is still
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important to note how resources beyond education itself were affected within (and without)
educational centers.
The limited expansion of internet broadband in rural areas is another factor tied to how
stay-at-home orders affected work and education among single mothers and their children.
Though the delay in bringing accessible internet to rural areas in the U.S. has been recognized
by many, there is little research that explains social, economic, and educational setbacks
related to rural citizens not being able to access it. However, Golding and Brannon (2020)
briefly discuss the ‘digital divide’ that separates rural individuals from urban and suburban
persons with access to high-speed Internet, noting that “Internet connectivity has for decades
been a ubiquitous technological prescription for rural communities...allow[ing] rural individuals
to earn a living, acquire education and training, and access lifesaving benefits like healthcare,”
(416). Yet, without access to Internet broadband connections because of their rural location,
some single mothers could not work remotely, nor could their children access online learning
programs during stay-at-home orders (Cho et al., 2021). There was a significant decline in the
performance of students with single, low-income mothers and limited or no access to online
resources during school shutdowns, as compared to students from middle-class, two-parent
families with high-speed Internet access (Auxier & Anderson, 2020).
Given that childcare, work-family balance, and children’s education are three important
components of single mothers’ daily roles, I chose to examine how the pandemic affected role
strain and conflict in light of these three factors through speaking with the mothers themselves.
Though contemporary research exists concerning how the pandemic affected single mothers’
daily lives—from job losses to eviction notices—there are no data that examines whether role
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strain and work-family conflict increased or decreased, resulting from public shutdowns. I
expect to find significant increases in role strain and conflict among single mothers and their
roles as parents, workers, and co-educators.
Summary
Using the literature discussed in this chapter, I related theories on role strain and role
conflict to determine specific changes in single mothers’ parenting, labor, and co-educating
roles that emerged during the pandemic shutdown. The classic literature defined how roles are
formed and used to establish identity, while role strain is defined as a strain among
responsibilities and demands within a singular role and role conflict denoted the contradictions
between two or more different roles simultaneously. I used extant literature regarding how the
COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns influenced the three domains examined in this
study: childcare access and cost, labor and income disparities, and single mothers’ role as coeducator for their children. I then analyzed how role strain and role conflict are involved in
research conducted during the pandemic and used it to direct how I examine the responses and
experiences of the single mothers I interviewed. The extant literature discussed in this chapter
regarding pandemic-related social research informs how role strain and role conflict are
different among single mother-led households before and during the pandemic. The following
chapter discusses the methods I used to gather data from the participants and the way in which
I interpreted their responses.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
In this study, I examine changes in the roles, role strain, and role conflict of single
mothers before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Taking a qualitative approach, I analyze
interview data collected from women that identify as single mothers who live and work in rural
environments in Illinois and Missouri. By examining the stories of single mothers’ livelihood
before the pandemic and their emotional responses, experiences, and resourcefulness that
took place during the pandemic, I focus on themes relating to changes in roles, role strain, and
role conflict that emerged because of the pandemic and the subsequent social shutdowns (e.g.,
business closures, layoffs, school closures, childcare center closures).
The reason I have conducted qualitative interviews for this research is because data
gathered from one-on-one interviews provides a subjective understanding of the nuances and
context of participants relating to social situations, interactions, and events (Locke et al., 2014).
Essentially, I let the stories of the single mothers’ lived experiences navigate the findings (Alase,
2017) and determine how the effects of the pandemic shutdown influenced the roles, role
strain, and role conflict of single mothers in rural environments. Interviews have an advantage
over surveys in that participants’ responses cultivate more questions and answers, whereas
surveys do not. In other words, interviews are helpful in pulling in information around a
complex topic that requires extended explanations (Blackstone, 2012). Given that my analysis
of single mothers’ responses is based on the data gathered (i.e., their responses to questions
asked during the interviews), it stands to note that my methods represent ‘grounded theory’ in
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that I examine the experiences of the respondents and pursue analytic ideas about the data
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Charmaz, 2006).
The methodological lens I employ in this research is based on role theory (Mead, 1934;
Biddle, 1986), role strain theory (Goode, 1960; Turner, 2001), and role conflict theory (Getzels
& Guba, 1954; Stryker & Macke, 1978). While role theory is used to define the ways in which
members of a society “act-out” expected roles that are socially constructed, role strain occurs
when the obligations of fulfilling the responsibilities and demands of a role become
problematic. For example, when mothers struggle with balancing the need to discipline their
children and empathize with them simultaneously, this creates role strain. On the other hand,
role conflict occurs when an individual’s roles become muddled and confused, such as when
mothers are balancing their role as caretaker along with being the co-educator of their
child(ren) outside of school. Additionally, mothers also experience role conflict when the
equilibrium between being a worker outside of the home and their role as a parent inside the
home becomes disrupted by overarching demands from one domain (e.g., work, family) or the
other. I use these three theoretical approaches in my research to contribute to sociological
knowledge in how roles change or are disrupted both on a macro-level and a subjective,
personal level due to large-scale social events like the shutdowns that occurred during the
COVID-19 crisis. In addition, as new strains begin to emerge or as strains increase/decrease
among single mothers, the balance (regardless of the (un)evenness of said balance) of their
work-family symbiosis is also affected by social dishevel (Kelly & Voydanoff, 1985; Cho & Allen,
2012).
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In this chapter, I will first discuss how I recruited participants involved in this research
and the style of interview I conducted with them. I discuss the types of questions included in
the study but also note how the interview protocol is designed to allow for probing questions to
emerge, specific to the subjectivity of the individual being interviewed. I also include a section
noting the role I take as a researcher regarding the context of this study. Next, I elaborate on
my research sample and include demographics of the participants. Third, I discuss the coding
process and method I employed to analyze data for this research. Finally, I conclude this
chapter by specifying the themes I looked for in the data and how they emerged during the
interviews. There are initial themes that I planned to analyze deductively in tandem with the
responses of the participants. However, I also remained open to inductive themes that would
emerge during the interviews, providing rich information that will be discussed in further
chapters.
Recruitment and Sampling Strategy
To find willing participants for this pilot study during the pandemic, I had to use both onsite advertising (e.g., fliers) and online advertising (e.g., social media portals). After obtaining
SIUC Human Subjects Committee approval for this study (see Appendix A for SIUC HSC-approval
document), on-site advertising (see Appendix B for SIUC HSC-approved Recruitment Flier), and
online advertising (see Appendix C for SIUC HSC-approved Social Media Recruitment), I
distributed fliers in public locations such as grocery stores, libraries, and social services offices
in rural locations throughout southern Missouri and southern Illinois and posted
advertisements on Facebook. The advertisements specifically requested participants to be
women over the age of nineteen with children born before or during the pandemic. The
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advertisements also requested the participants to be single mothers currently or, at least, to
have been single mothers before and, at some point, during the pandemic. Finally, the
advertisements requested participants to live or have lived in a rural area in Missouri or Illinois
both before and during the pandemic.
Using the on-site advertisements, I was able to accrue two participants and the online
advertisements enabled me to gather two more participants. Using the snowball sampling
method (Patton, 2001) by asking already-interviewed women to reach out to other single
mothers they may know, I conducted interviews with two more individuals. Altogether, I have
conducted six (N=6) interviews. During the first contact with each participant, I confirmed that
each met the necessary criteria, including that they (1) live or lived in rural Missouri or Illinois
during the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, (2) have at least one child at home that is over 18months-old, (3) were single mothers at least shortly before and during the onset of the
pandemic in March 2020, (4) were essential or front-line workers both before and during the
pandemic, (5) relied on childcare of some sort while they were at work during that time, and (6)
were over the age of 18 during the onset of the pandemic.
Sample Description
Before engaging in the semi-structured interviews, I obtained demographic data from
the six participants using a 14-question questionnaire (see Appendix E for SIUC HSC-approved
Questionnaire). Of the six participants that were interviewed for this study, all were white
women with an average age of 34.7 and an average of 1.5 children that still lived at home (As
seen in Table 2). Though my initial goal was to gather more data from single mothers that cut
through diverse intersectional lines (e.g., race, sexual orientation, types of occupations) for the
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purpose of developing a well-rounded intersectional analysis, participants were hard to come
by. As such this should be read as a pilot study that can be built upon in the future.
Concerning the education level of the six women interviewed, one has a high school
diploma or less, three have some college experience, one has a Bachelor’s degree, and one has
a Master’s or Doctorate degree. Four of the participants are divorced while the other two
participants have never married and are currently single during their interview or are dating but
not cohabitating with a partner.
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Table 1. Description of Participants.
Pseudonym

Age

Neesey

Number of children
still at home
1

Occupation

50

Number of
children
3

Penny

30

3

3

Nursing student

$25,000 to
$29,999

Katie

20

1

1

Teaching
assistant &
cashier

$25,000 to
$29,999

Soren

44

3

1

RN Clinical
Assessor

$75,000 to
$99,999

Cara

28

1

1

Disabled/Remote
editor

$10,000 to
$12,499

Jenna

36

1

1

Community
health worker

$25,000 to
$29,999

In-home
healthcare
worker

Annual
income
$5,000 to
$7,499

The average annual income of all six households is $31,249. Using the closed-ended
income question (e.g., $5,000 to $7,499, $15,000 to $17,499), I determined the midpoints of
those ranges and calculated the average of all six of the participants’ annual income. While
there are no current data available at the time of this writing regarding the annual income of
single mothers well into the pandemic for 2021, the income of single mother-led households
can be observed during the onset of the pandemic in 2020, finding that the average income of
single mother-led households for 2020 was at $49,214 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). When
compared to the average income of the six single mothers I interviewed, there is a difference of
$17,965. However, the U.S. Census’ count of single mothers’ annual income for 2020 does not
differentiate between race, location, education level, and other social variables; that said, there
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is a considerable difference between single mother-led households and married parent-led
households, whose average income is $101,517 (NWLC, 2021).
Only two of the six participants received child support before and during the pandemic.
Additionally, five out of the six participants received other forms of financial assistance before
and/or during the pandemic, including SNAP benefits, TANF, WIC, SSI, and stimulus and/or
unemployment checks.
Table 2. Sample Demographics of Participants (N=6)
Variable
F or M
Percentage
Gender
Female
6
100
Race
White
6
100
Non-White
0
0
Average age
34.7
100
Average # children in home
1.5
100
Education level
≤ High School
1
16.7
Some College
3
50.0
Bachelor’s
1
16.7
Master’s/PhD
1
16.7
Trade School
0
0
Marital Status
Never married and single
1
16.7
Never married and dating
1
16.7
Married/domestic partner
0
0
Widowed
0
0
Divorced
4
66.7
Separated
0
0
Average annual income1
$31,249
100
2
Received child support
Yes
2
33.3
No
4
66.7
Received financial assistance
Yes
5
83.3
No
1
16.7
1. The mean of annual income uses the midpoint amount for each income range (e.g., $5,000 to
$7,499 category uses $6,249 as the indicator).
2. Received child support since January 2020.
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Interview Process
I conducted semi-structured interviews with each participant either in person or over
the phone. Two interviews were conducted in person and four were conducted over the phone.
Prior to the interviews, I gathered written consent forms from each participant to be
interviewed and recorded, assuring the participants that their personal information would be
kept confidential and that they each would be provided with a pseudonym (As seen in Table 1)
so that their identity is protected (see Appendix D for SIUC HSC-approved Consent Form). For
incentivization purposes, I included a drawing for a free $20 gift card to be randomly drawn
after all interviews have been completed. Each participant was provided a questionnaire (see
Appendix E for SIUC HSC-approved Questionnaire) that included closed-ended questions
regarding household size, gross annual income, education level, race, and types of assistance
they received before and during the pandemic (e.g., SNAP benefits, TANF, SSI, child support,
stimulus checks, unemployment).
The interview protocol contained pre-determined open-ended questions that were
asked of all participants (see Appendix F for SIUC HSC-approved Interview Question Protocol).
However, additional guiding questions were also included in the protocol to enable me to
explore emergent themes and necessary clarification. The interview protocol was designed to
inquire about two different timeframes of each participant’s life. The first section asked
questions pertaining to the participants’ life before the pandemic and the second pertained to
the participants’ life during the pandemic. Each section contained subsections of questions that
probed into points of interest, such as labor, family, and general livelihood. For example, both

33

the “pre-pandemic” and “during pandemic” sections contained general probes that asked
questions such as:
•

What were/are some positive moments in your daily life?

•

What types of challenges did/do you face?

•

Were/are there times when you struggle(d) to meet all of your and your children’s daily,
weekly, or monthly needs?

The work probe subsection contained questions such as:
•

What type of work did/do you do before/during the pandemic?

•

What was/is your schedule like and do you have flexibility over the hours you work(ed)?

•

Did/does, at any time, your family-life affect your work-life?

The family probe subsection contained questions such as:
•

What were/are your regular duties as a single mother?

•

Can you tell me about a time when you felt/feel worried about providing your child(ren)
things they need(ed), like food, clothing, childcare, housing, etc.?

•

Did/does, at any time, your work-life affect your family-life?
Additional questions were included in the protocol for the purpose of opening more

discussion regarding the mothers’ roles, role strain, and role conflict—as well as their triumphs
and struggles—before and during the pandemic. Though other questions and answers also
emerged during the interviews that were not included in the protocol, such probing questions
typically grew from base questions such as:
•

What steps do you feel should be taken to help satisfy you and your children’s needs?
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•

Did the effects of the pandemic shutdown leave you feeling helpless or worried at any
given time? What brought about such feelings?

•

How do you feel about the type of assistance your local, rural community offers?
All interviews were electronically recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interviews

lasted between 8 and 71 minutes. The average interview length was 32 minutes.
Role of the Researcher
Given that I am not a woman and have no children, my role as a researcher is from an
outsider perspective. On one hand, while I analyze the subjective data from a qualitative,
feminist-ally approach, this does not give me a complete “membership role” pertaining to the
legitimacy of my understanding of the context of single mothers’ lived experiences (Dwyer &
Buckle, 2009). As a result, I have attempted to handle the data delicately, never embellishing or
amending participants’ responses except to provide clarification. On the other hand, though I
interpret the data regarding roles, role strain, and role conflict within the domains of childcare,
labor, and education as it is, this does not mean that my biases in favor of critical feminism and
gender equality are exempt from my analysis. That is why I took caution when forming the
question protocol so that any embedded assumptions and biases did not encroach on the
subjective stories and perspectives of the participants (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010).
Analytic Strategy
Upon gathering data from the interviews, transcribing the recordings, and printing the
transcriptions for in-depth analysis, I employed a process of hand coding to analyze the data. I
also made notes of common themes that emerged during the interviews as well as throughout
the transcriptions after the interviews were completed. While reading through all the
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interviews, I used the process of open coding which forms categories of information gathered
from the interviews (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I then followed up open coding with axial coding
that enabled me to focus on emergent themes, categorizing them into more distinct segments
of information generated from the participants’ stories. As a result, I found that the
respondents’ lived experiences both before and during the pandemic revealed distinct themes
that differed across the two time periods. Other emergent themes showed interconnections
between the shifts of the women’s roles as mother, laborer, and co-educator (for their
children) and the strains (between their roles causing the mothers to have too much to do) and
conflicts (between the new demands of their roles that contradict/oppose their households’
needs and requirements) brought about by the public shutdowns of the pandemic.
Using the main categories of role strain and role conflict—in tandem with the mothers’
roles as parent/caretaker, worker, and co-educator for their children—distinct and
interconnecting themes began to emerge in relation to the domains of (1) childcare access and
costs, (2) the work mothers performed before and during the pandemic, and (3) the education
of the mothers’ children as well as their own pursuits of higher education. Additionally, I
noticed themes regarding problems among the mothers’ and/or their children’s physical and
mental well-being that existed before the pandemic but became more problematic as the
pandemic progressed. Another theme that emerged relates to the financial responsibilities and
problems single mothers faced before and during the pandemic. Finally, themes that were not
expected to be pulled from the initial interview protocol began to emerge. Such themes
included (1) feeling stereotyped as a single mother both before and during the pandemic, (2)
the effects of having sick children on the household’s finances and labor, (3) how stay-at-home
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orders created conflicts between the mothers’ parenting and laborer roles, (4) how living in a
rural environment poses hinderances to public transportation and resource accessibility, (5)
housing crises, (6) how single mothers that are coworkers of the participants also faced specific
crises, and (7) the thought of accruing financial stability by taking on a ‘side job’ as an online sex
worker.
In addition to the questions described above, I also inquired about the participants’
personal opinions regarding how they perceive life as a single mother and what steps they feel
should be taken to ameliorate problems imposed on single mothers and their households. The
responses generated from these questions reveal singular and interconnecting themes held by
the single mothers that were interviewed.
Summary
In this study, I analyzed qualitative interviews to examine how the COVID-19 pandemic
and subsequent social shutdown affected the roles, role strain, and role conflict of single
mothers in rural Missouri and Illinois. Three specific domains were chosen to understand how
single mothers navigated the changes in their roles and the strains and conflicts that emerged
as a result, including childcare access, labor and household finances, and changes in their role
as co-educator for their children. The data consists of six interviews conducted in person and
over the phone with women that identify as being single mothers over the age of 19 that live in
rural Missouri or Illinois. In this chapter I discussed the recruitment and interview process
conducted to generate data, the role I took on as an outsider researcher, the research sample,
and the methods I used in coding the data. In the following two chapters I discuss the findings
and major conclusions regarding single mothers’ lived experiences before and during the
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pandemic, changes in their roles including role strain and role conflict, and how they navigated
these changes during public shutdowns during the pandemic.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
In this chapter, I focus on the findings that I have categorized as “Roles as Single
Mothers,” “Role Strain: Pre-Pandemic,” “Role Conflict: Pre-Pandemic,” “Role Strain: During the
Pandemic,” “Role Conflict: During the Pandemic,” and “Participants’ Responses to What Should
Be Done.” This chapter presents themes gathered from in-depth interviews with six participants
from rural Missouri and Illinois about their lived experiences as single mothers before and
during the COVID-19 pandemic (As seen in Table 3). First, I discuss the roles the participants
took on before the pandemic began—elaborating on their roles as primary caretakers for their
children, laborers, and co-educators. Socially constructed roles presume that individuals are
actors in social positions and are held to expectations of specific behaviors and conduct (Biddle,
1986). Next, I focus on the role strains single mothers navigated pre-pandemic, particularly in
relation to the interconnectivity of their roles as parents, laborers, and co-educators. Third, I
turn attention to the role conflict the participants endured before the pandemic began, sharing
the stories of the single mothers that denote how their roles would sometimes conflict with
one another while there was no global, macro-level crisis imposing on their subjective, microlevel lives.
I then discuss the role strain and role conflict of single mothers during the pandemic.
These two sections describe how role strain and role conflict changed among single mothers
and how the pandemic and public shutdowns (e.g., childcare centers, businesses, public
schools) played a major part in the role strain and role conflict shifts. As previously noted, role
strain defines the stress that occurs within a singular role—that is, the demands that role brings
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on which overlap one another from time to time—while role conflict produces contradictions
whenever two or more roles of the individual overlap one another, offsetting or testing any
former symbiosis between those roles (Macionis, 2011). I then provide a section that elaborates
on the changes the participants feel should be implemented on social and political levels—
particularly during national crises like the COVID-19 pandemic—as well as their opinions on
how policies and programs that are meant to assist single mother-led households are deployed.
Finally, I conclude both snapshots—pre-pandemic and during pandemic—with discussions that
summarize the qualitative findings and how they relate to role strain and role conflict theories.
The following categorizations are set up as snapshots to discuss the experiences of
single mothers during specific timelines. The categories also elaborate on how single mothers
experience role strain and role conflict within each childcare-, labor-, and education-centered
domain as well as how their experiences are cultivated by or relate to a mixture of these
domains. For example, one mother may experience a shift in role conflict during the pandemic
in her roles as laborer, parent, and co-educator because she now has to work from home due
to her office being temporarily closed, enabling her to watch her child from home but,
consequently, finding it difficult to manage parenting, working, and co-educating (because the
child is also taking virtual classes due to school closures) simultaneously as she is expected to
work while taking care of her child and ensure that she/he/they is logging into her/his/their
classes each school period. At the same time, role conflict can also lead to role strain,
particularly when the mother finds her responsibilities within one role increasing, especially
during unfamiliar situations like having to work from home or making sure one’s child is able to
learn virtually.
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Roles as Single Mothers
Revisiting the concept of role as it relates to single mothers in American society, single
mothers are expected to conform to roles (e.g., parent, laborer, co-educator) to maintain a
household that emulates that of a married couple-led household, but without an additional
partner to share the burdens of financial stability, decision-making, and child-rearing, among
other responsibilities (Terzakis, 2018; Agostinone-Wilson, 2020). In addition, single parenthood
is strongly gendered, given that most single parents are mothers and, therefore, experience
inequality and discrimination in resource accessibility and the labor market (e.g., job access,
training, occupational advancement, wages) (Maldonado & Nieuwenhuis, 2019). Yet, single
mothers not only project and adhere to the roles they are expected to take on—though the
roles are addressed and handled differently per individual—they also elicit the perspective of
the household/family itself, contingent upon Mead’s concept of the “generalized other,”
(Mead, 1934; Tsushima & Gecas, 2001).
The following data provide participants’ demographics and answers to the first
questions posed to them in the interview protocol, reflecting on their social roles as single
mothers. I asked each participant to tell me about their life as a single parent and a worker
before the COVID-19 pandemic happened—essentially, walking me through a day in their life.
The data present information on the participants’ interactivity with and regard toward their
roles as parents, workers, co-educators, and/or students in higher education.
Neesey (50-years-old; in-home healthcare worker)
Well, I would get up in the morning about 6:00 and then I would take my son to
school. Then I would head to go clean, you know, like the home health that I
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work for...I would go over to the clients’ and clean for them...[and] any other
people with housecleaning that day, I would go do. Finish up with that and come
back and pick my son up from school...I enjoy my job because the people that I
work with are older and, you know, you hear their stories.
Neesey’s daily routine as a single mother established balance in how she managed
work-family life, particularly because she enjoyed her work as an in-home healthcare worker.
Before the pandemic, Neesey noted that her work rarely interfered with her and her son’s time
together or any scheduling conflicts. Additionally, she maintained equilibrium with her roles as
a mother, laborer, and co-educator when her son had questions regarding homework.
Penny (30-years-old; former tax preparer, current nursing student)
Typical day...I have three children. Um...I would get up around 6:00. Get myself
ready. Get something ready for the kids for breakfast...on a typical school day. I,
then, would get them up. Get them dressed. Get them ready. I have to have
them dropped off at school by 7:30. I have to be...on days I work...I would have
to be to work at 8:00 in the town I live in. Um...I work until 3:00. Then after I
come straight home from work, get the kids off the bus. We have snacks. Do
homework. Do our chores. We, um, have some down time. Then dinner, baths,
bedtime routine. I would probably go to bed later after doing, you know, mom
chores: the dishes, cleanup after dinner, laundry, anything I had to do from then.
Um...homework, from days that I was in school...on days I’m in school I have to
go to school about 8:00-3:00...and it would follow the same routine after
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school...being a single mother is really hard. So, it’s hard to play the roles of both
parents, especially with three kids.
While Penny juggled her responsibilities as a single parent, laborer, and nursing student,
she did not eschew from noting the difficulties of single motherhood before the pandemic
began. Penny’s daily schedule was typically full of duties to her children, even while she was at
work earning an income that would enable her to provide a home for her three children. She
also elaborated on the duties she had within each of her roles. For example, as a nursing
student, she had to study, do homework, and attend clinicals in local hospitals and health
clinics. In concert with her duties toward higher education, the reason she is in nursing school is
to be able to enter a new labor force that pays more so that she and her children can become
economically mobile—that is, earning more money so that all her children’s needs are taken
care of with little-to-no financial setbacks.
Katie (20-years-old; former teaching assistant and cashier)
Before the pandemic I was a stepmom...the kid was four. I would get him up. Get
him ready for school. Send him to school. I worked two jobs. I worked at
McDonald’s and I worked at a Catholic school. And then...then I would come
home and do nothing. I would take care of him while his dad worked. And that
was my day’s worth...then I got pregnant right at the start of the pandemic...the
pregnancy was crazy.
Katie found herself taking on parenting, labor, and co-educating roles with her stepson
prior to the pandemic and before her relationship status changed to ‘single.’ Though Katie was
only single for a short while before the pandemic began—as well as throughout the pandemic,
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up to the point of time that she was interviewed—she was pregnant with her first child and
faced giving birth to and rearing her child as a single mother during the pandemic. Katie affirms
that despite her departure from the relationship with her former partner and, subsequently,
with the father’s son, she learned how to manage new roles as a parent and co-educator. These
newly learned roles prepared her for parenting her first child that she would later give birth to
during the pandemic.
Katie was also used to working two different jobs in her rural town, particularly given
that she still needed to maintain a livelihood for her household and job opportunities in rural
America are much scarcer than those in suburban and urban areas (USDA, 2019). Though job
opportunities increased in rural America after the 2008 Recession and up until right before the
pandemic began in early 2020, the job availabilities were connected to a greater number of
individuals and families moving from rural regions to higher-populated metropoles (USDA,
2021b). Given that Katie lives more than two hours away from a city and its surrounding
suburbs, her constrained access to labor and economic sustainability required her to take what
positions she could find. Therefore, her role as laborer took up a good portion of her time,
especially before she became pregnant and prior to the onset of the pandemic shutdowns. The
role conflict that emerged with her roles as laborer and new parent will be discussed later.
Soren (44-years-old; registered nurse clinical assessor)
I have a child in high school. My older ones were grown and one was in college.
But the younger one, even though she is a teenager, still needed to be woken up
for school and made sure she gets there on time. Make sure the homework is
done. Check the grades. Check the attendance. Make sure that she eats even
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though, technically, she was able to feed herself, um, just the—just the quality of
the food she would eat if I wasn’t making dinner would...maybe not was up to
what I want her to eat. Just making sure she was safe and was making good
choices...in my job role, I wasn’t happy, honestly, before the pandemic. And I
changed [my job] during the pandemic...Some positive moments would be
outside of work...would be, like, spending time with my daughter. Going home
and getting something ready to eat and watching a movie and that sort of thing.
Just enjoying each other’s company. I was in graduate school also, so I was trying
to juggle all my responsibilities...I was always feeling like I was leaving something
undone, like whether it would be household things or homework. I was staying
up really late to get homework done...then being a manager, I had employees
reaching out to me at different hours and I don’t miss that part of it.
While the former three participants (Neesey, Penny, and Katie) are single mothers to
younger children, Soren was the first participant I interviewed that had already raised her
children, except for her youngest daughter that was one year away from graduating high school
during the time I interviewed her. Soren also made the highest annual income out of the six
participants, which is related to the time she spent in higher education and her choice to work
in healthcare. Though Soren is not the oldest of the six participants, she has simultaneously
managed more roles (e.g., parent, laborer, co-educator, and student) longer than the other
participants. As a result, Soren’s interview was different than the rest because of her
experience in managing a multitude of roles simultaneously and over longer periods. However,
Penny and, as we will read later, Jenna also manages their roles as parents, laborers, co45

educators, and students simultaneously, but their children are still young, and they are in the
process of developing balance in their households.
Cara (28-years-old; currently disabled and remote editor)
Since my son was four months old, I raised him by myself. I am also in a
wheelchair from a car accident back in 2013. So, for eight years now, I’ve been in
a wheelchair, and his father didn’t want anything to do with him...really only met
him a few times. And so, my mom helped for the first four months with him, and
then she left, and I took care of him by myself. So, it was hard—I figured out as I
went, like, what worked for us.
Cara’s living situation is different from the rest of the participants in that she is a single
mother with a disability, an additional intersecting point that provides challenges to her role as
a parent. Though she collects disability benefits, Cara also works remotely as an editor,
positioning her role as a laborer in flux with her role as a parent, but both roles are performed
solitarily in the home itself while other mothers were—at least before the pandemic—required
to leave the home for work each day.
Jenna (36-years-old; former marketing advisor, current community health worker)
Typical day in my life...I would get my son off to school. Around that time, he’d
be first grade, kindergarten, somewhere in that area...and I would go off to
work. Sometimes I’d have to drive out a couple hours, depending on what office
I was at. And then I would always get back home in time to pick my son up from
the after-school program with his school, which usually would be 4:35PM. Then
help him with his homework, feed him, bathe him, get him to sleep, get
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everything else I have to get done in my life, and then go to sleep myself...I was
really starting to find myself in my career. I had only graduated with my
undergraduate in marketing in 2018. So, things were just starting to launch for
me professionally. And I was starting to bring in a little bit more money. I was
feeling very fulfilled in my work. I finally found a groove in my parenting routine
with my son, since he was just kind of starting out in school himself.
Jenna, like Soren and Penny, is a single mother that has, at some point in her life,
simultaneously managed all four domains included in this study (e.g., the roles of parenting,
worker, co-educating children, and higher education student). Jenna’s role as laborer found her
having to drive long distances each day for her work. She also balanced her role as a mother
with her role as the co-educator for her son—that is, while her son was not in school during the
evenings and summer and holiday breaks, she ensured he would continue to learn educational
material by working with him on learning tasks and assignments. Jenna also attended school
while her son was younger, earning her Bachelor's of Science in Marketing.
Single mothers are well-versed in managing, however challenging, multiple roles. The
following sections reveal how the participants were affected on physical, mental, and
emotional levels during periods of role strain and role conflict before the pandemic. Following
the “pre-pandemic” sections, the participants’ attitudes and behaviors change in response to
role strain and role conflict when the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic are added to
their daily lives. The participants shared their lived experiences and noted how these
experiences—with and without pressures of role strain and/or role conflict—shifted after the
pandemic and subsequent public shutdown occurred.
47

Role Strain: Pre-Pandemic
In this section, I discuss how the participants experienced and navigated role strain as
single mothers before the pandemic. Again, role strain is defined as stressors that emerge in
relation to the responsibilities individuals have within a singular role (Goode, 1960). Given that
the participants shared stories of their lived experiences, much of the narratives center on the
emotions that the single mothers felt during periods of role strain, whether it be happiness,
stress, fear, guilt, feelings of inadequacy, or confidence, among others. Role strain and, as we
will read in later sections, role conflict are the catalysts for manifesting emotions toward coping
with and ameliorating the stressors that both strain and conflict provide (Lois, 2011). The
following excerpts reflect how the participants felt during periods of role strain before the
pandemic began and how these snapshots in their lives influenced their roles as single mothers,
laborers, co-educators (to their children), and, for those that were in higher education prepandemic, students.
When asked about the personal struggles the women faced as single parents before the
pandemic began, most of the participants discussed time and energy as being a problematic
issue in their roles as parents. On one hand, many of the participants indicated that their time
was spread thin due to working and parenting. On the other hand, other participants indicated
that their energy levels were affected by placing many of their responsibilities into one role
(work) while their other role (parent) sometimes would suffer because of their energy levels at
the end of each workday. For example, Penny mentioned:
[T]he challenge that I have as a single parent is not having enough time with the
kids...on the weekends, especially, taking time to get to spend time with my kids.
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Along with Penny’s response to not having the time she wishes she had to spend with
the children and how she feels it impacts her as a parent, Katie also noted:
I had to work all the time and missed out on everything.
While these responses may be conflicting with their other roles, it is their responsibility
and desire to set aside family time that indicates a strain within their roles as parents. Role
strain among working single parents is nothing new, as such research about the consequences
of busy schedules impacts the emotional and physical levels of single mothers and their
households has been ongoing for at least the last four decades (Kelly & Voydanoff, 1985;
Lleras, 2008). For example, Soren stated:
When a job is emotionally draining...mentally draining...when you come home,
there’s not a lot of energy left. And so, when you have kids at home, you have to
muster up whatever you can find to—to be there for your kids.
Jenna’s lived experiences reinforce Soren’s notion of the strain of having energy left at
the end of the day to engage in the responsibilities of parenting. However, Jenna goes further
to describe how she must sacrifice parts of her role as parent in order to satisfy other demands
and responsibilities she has as a mother. Jenna noted:
Trying to be present for my son when I got off work...I just worked over eight
hours and my day is not done. I gotta go home. I gotta be loving mom. I’ve got to
cook that meal. I’ve got to engage my son. Let him know he’s loved. Provide all
the things that moms have to provide for their children. And then, of course, you
know, there’s things like my own health...trying to ignore the fact that I’m not
receiving the mental healthcare I probably needed. Just kind of ignoring medical
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problems on my own and my own concerns about myself...you don’t get to feel
sad or upset or angry, right? No. You have to be a mom. You have to go to work.
And that really adds up.
While Cara does not have to leave her home in order to maintain income for her
household, her role as parent still contains its fair share of strains, especially regarding her
disabled status. She simply stated that her and her son:
Just went along and we just, like, figured things out as we went along...what
works for us and even just rolling around the house and cleaning up and taking
care of him and everything. It gets exhausting but I still have to do it. I have to
take care of my son.
Though Neesey never mentioned ‘time’ or ‘energy’ as being problematic in her role as a
single mother, she discussed financial responsibilities as strains on her single parent-led
household. Single mothers are subjected to lower wages and limited opportunities as compared
to married mothers and single fathers (Son & Bauer, 2010; Kramer, et al., 2016). A greater
portion of single mother-led households fall near or under the poverty line in the United States
as well (Kornbluh & Mink, 2019; Lu, et al., 2020). Neesey describes the reality of her and her
son’s financial crisis before the pandemic as a strain in her role as a single parent. She uses
transportation as an example of her financial strain, stating:
It wasn’t too long ago that my car went down. And to get it fixed it was like...that
was pretty hard at that time. Because most of the time the money you make you
can hardly ever put aside...[saving money] worked for me for probably about six
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months, but that’s it. Something always comes up and I have to figure out how
to manage that problem while still affording stuff for my son.
Providing adequate housing for children is another responsibility involved in the role of
parenting; an issue that some of the participants described as being problematic. Katie was
aware that she could not afford housing by herself and did not yet qualify for Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) because she was still pregnant at the time. With the
dissolvement of her former relationship, even though she worked two jobs before, she had to
increase her hours so that she could afford a home for her and her unborn baby—albeit this
was only a month before the pandemic occurred, altering Katie’s choice of residency which will
be discussed later.
Neesey also described her trouble with housing and the strain it imposed on her role as
a mother. Her experience derived from being unable to afford the ever-increasing rent of
housing—rent had increased substantially over the past six years (Airgood-Obrycki, 2022)—and
managing the unfair treatment she has received from “property-grabbers” in the rural area she
lives in further exacerbated her situation. Basically, “property-grabbers” are limited to a small
group of individuals that purchase most of the residential property (e.g., houses, apartments)
to maintain a hold on both property value and biases concerning who is rented to in the region.
Such unfair processes as exploiting the finances and housing needs of single mother-led
households have been under scrutiny from municipal and state governments and the general
public for the past six years (Desmond, 2016; NHLP, 2021). Neesey stated:
I was trying to find somewhere [to live]. I’ve been staying with my [adult]
daughter. And I’ve been trying to find another place. But that’s another thing,
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you can’t find anything that’s reasonable. You know, and then they’ve got it so
high now to where they want rent so much. And even if you do the HUD system,
it’s even got high because they have their homes and stuff so high. And you’ve
got all these deposits you gotta pay. You got one income to rely on, you know.
You don’t have two like some people.
In addition to the stress of finding appropriate housing for her and her son, Neesey
describes the guilt she feels whenever she has to rely on her adult daughter or her mother for
assistance, particularly concerning her housing needs. She goes on to say:
My mom helps me. It takes from my mom who is on a fixed income. Because I
don’t get [help] from anywhere else besides my income for me and my son. And
then, you know, she helps. Which, to me, is not right that, you know, your
elderly mother—that she has to take out of her income to help her daughter and
her grandson...you can’t have hard times. You can’t have a situation like that.
Having the resources to meet the needs of the household is another responsibility that
is part of single mothers’ roles as parents and caretakers. All but one of the participants noted
the type(s) of assistance they received (e.g., childcare, food stamps, transportation). Five of the
participants received food stamps at some point in their lives, while three of them received WIC
while their child(ren) were still infants, and none of the participants ever received TANF
benefits. Penny discussed the federal assistance she received, noting:
We receive food stamps. It was enough, food-wise, but I never sought out TANF
or anything like that. EBT covered our monthly food expenses though.
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Neesey and Jenna both discussed receiving energy assistance for their utilities (e.g.,
electricity, water, gas) at some point in their lives. Jenna, particularly, noted the stresses of
being able to afford monthly bills as a single mother, pre-pandemic. There was even a time
when Jenna considered earning extra money by conducting online sex work. She noted:
I was piecing it together one day at a time, one challenge at a time...there were
times where I’m like, you know, if I did online sex work, maybe I can bring in a
couple hundred dollars here and there. And I never went so far as to pull that
trigger or anything, but the thought did cross my mind...even before applying for
government assistance...some days I look back and I’m like, I’m not sure how we
made it through that. The phone is broken, and I was able to max out a credit
card, keeping us warm through the Winter...setting up payment plans with [the
electric company]. Writing checks to the water department, hoping that my
paycheck posts before they cashed that check just because our water
department doesn’t let you go a day over. Hoping that my bank account
wouldn’t bounce it and hit me with $35-a-day fees.
Concerning childcare, all the participants discussed how their mothers—the maternal
grandparents of their children—served as co-caretakers, particularly regarding the inability to
afford the price of babysitters and childcare centers even before the pandemic occurred and
the prices inflated (Fillion, 2022). Cara would have her mother watch her son whenever she had
to take trips to the hospital while Penny, on the other hand, had her mother watch her
youngest daughter full-time, as the daughter was not old enough yet to start school and Penny
had to work a full-time job. Jenna even relied on friends in the community to watch her son
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anytime she had other duties to conduct outside the home. The interviews reveal that
childcare, while an important responsibility of the role of parent, must often be spread out
among other individuals because the mother—especially single mothers—have other roles that
they must manage by themselves. Luckily, childcare can be shared most of the time with other
family members or friends that do not require the mother to dip into the same finances that
enable her to keep a roof over her and her child’s head, food in their stomachs, clothing, water,
and a plethora of other necessities for livelihood.
Role Conflict: Pre-Pandemic
Just as there are strains that arise among the responsibilities of a single role that force
single mothers to reposition their duties, there are also times when two or more roles clash and
contradict each other. During these moments, single mothers must take on different actions to
mitigate the conflict in a way that ensures their children are taken care of, even at the risk of
their own desires. One of the most studied and well-known components of role conflict exists in
the work-family life of individuals (i.e., work-family conflict) (Stryker & Macke, 1978; Kossek &
Ozeki, 1998; Cho & Allen, 2012). Work-family conflict poses two consequences to single
mothers. First, work-family conflict affects, at least in part, their social mobility and workforce
mobility (e.g., wage increase, occupational promotions). Second, work-family conflict makes
employment stability more precarious among single mothers, especially among those who have
children that require more attention and care which encroaches on worktime (Ciabattari,
2007). I conclude this section with a short analysis of how the participants discuss their
knowledge of and describe their experiences with stereotyping.
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Role conflict between work and family life was discussed by all participants. One
particular theme that was relevant in most of the mothers’ responses regarded having to leave
work whenever their children were sick, engaged in extracurricular activities, or other pressing
concerns. For example, Penny elaborated on the work-family conflict she experienced:
If I had to be at work and I had a sick kid, then yes. My work and family roles
conflicted. I would have to go pick up my kid. But I feel like my kid should come
above my work.
Unfortunately, the need to accrue finances poses a problem between work and family,
especially given that money is required to take care of basic necessities such as housing, food,
and water, among others. Penny goes on to discuss this conflict, noting:
Wages definitely was the biggest factor, I would say. Which led me to seek
higher education in nursing. Something that I stress about most often is making
sure the bills are paid on time. Often, I would be late. I think we had the water
shut off one time.
While Katie was living with her boyfriend and helping take care of his son, before the
pandemic began, she also discussed work-family conflict in how she would have to leave work
early to pick up her stepson for a variety of reasons. At the same time, she also worked two
jobs which, at times, would encroach on the time she wished to spend with her family. Katie
stated:
I would go to the school job and then...I would go to my job as a cashier. So,
altogether, both jobs put together, I worked about 70 hours a week...[My
stepson’s] dad would work five days a week and would work in the morning
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until, like, later in the afternoon. So, if [the kid] was sick, I would have to miss
work to take care of him.
Soren also describes moments when her role as a worker would conflict with her role as
a parent, noting:
My daughter has, during her teen years, suffers from anxiety and depression.
She was hospitalized a couple of times. And when you have a child in the
hospital, it’s very hard to focus on your work. These were transient times...I
would say, during those few days, it was very hard to focus on what I needed to
do.
Some of the mothers, like Jenna, discussed how they would ameliorate issues like
getting a phone call about a sick child from their school while at work. She discussed her
resources such as her mother, friends, and neighbors that she would have pick up her child
while she was away at work. Jenna’s work often conflicted with her role as mother and she
elaborates further:
I always felt bad because I never had the time or money to do many
extracurriculars with [my son]: soccer, music, any of that. And I always wondered
how much he was missing out on.
Jenna went on to describe how she felt inadequate and guilty for the times that her
labor role took more time and energy than her parenting role:
One thing that surprises me about parenthood is you think that you know,
playing with your kids or doing that kind of basic parenting thing would be
something that would come naturally. But no. Sometimes it takes effort and
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scheduling to set that time aside, especially when you have all these other
responsibilities that you have to accomplish something as simple as a bedtime
story. You have to schedule and make sure that you’re emotionally and mentally
present, to have that kind of bonding time with your child. Then, just dealing
with things with his schooling, in terms of parent-teacher conferences, IEP
meetings. Anytime there was a behavioral issue, having to stop my day to talk to
somebody about that, whether it was the social worker at the school or his
teacher, the principal, or a therapist...I remember taking a lot of those calls on
the road. I realized one day that I had never made time to teach my son how to
tie his own shoes...then I was like, wait! He’s seven! Why doesn’t he know how
to tie his shoes? You realize and then you’re like, I am responsible for teaching
this child.
The narratives reveal just how interconnected work and parenting are, especially as one
requires the means (labor) to meet the demands of the other (livelihood necessities).
Therefore, whenever one role requires more time than the other, such as family over work or
work over family, conflicts begin to emerge, and emotional and physical demands become
more problematic (Getzels & Guba, 1954). Just as mothers find their work roles conflicting with
their parenting roles as they must go pick up sick children from school, taking away from their
time at work that they could be earning wages (Blank, 2007), some mothers also find their roles
as mothers being dominated by the demands of their paid labor (Son & Bauer, 2010; Van Gasse
& Mortelmans, 2020).
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Three of the six participants also discussed their children’s special needs and how, by
mitigating the daily and educational components their children require, conflict arises between
their roles as parents and their roles as co-educators. Given that children are only in school for
eight to nine hours each day, mothers find themselves teaching their children whenever they
are at home during the evenings, on weekends, and during breaks (Lois, 2011; Bansak & Starr,
2021). When children have special needs, this requires mothers to take a different approach in
ensuring that their children’s basic and educational needs are met. However, while married
couples have dual support in meeting the requirements of children with special needs, single
mothers are left to mitigate these challenges alone or, at least, with support that is not always
readily available inside the home (Fleming, 2021).
Neesey’s son has a hard time paying attention in school, while Soren’s daughter suffers
from anxiety and depression and Jenna’s son falls within the autism spectrum—all of these
conditions affecting both how the children learn and how they interact with others, including
their mothers. Fleming (2021) claims that “the caregiver of a child with disabilities has its own
unique sets of challenges that other parents don’t always understand...parents may battle
anxiety as they try to handle the flurry of doctor and therapy appointments for their child,
along with running a household and potentially working a job outside the home.” Therefore,
single mothers find that when they are spending a greater portion of their attention to helping
their children navigate their special needs, their own roles—including self-care—can be
neglected at times.
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Effects of stereotyping on single mothers
The issue with single mothers being stereotyped based on commonly held norms of the
role of parent is important to note because of how it contributes to how mothers perceive their
own roles as parents (Sidel, 2006; Turgeon, 2018). Additionally, stereotypes influence how
single mothers conduct their roles as parents and can, at any time, create conflict with their
role as a laborer, particularly whenever they find themselves having to prioritize some demands
over others as there is no partner to help balance out certain responsibilities. Just as
stereotypes influence the way in which workplace functions and policies are designed and
deployed, affecting the work-family conflict among women, it is single mothers that suffer the
consequences of ill-informed policy-making the most (Mink, 1996; Kornbluh & Mink, 2019).
Gender inequality was not a topic left untouched during the interviews held with the
participants. Three of the women discussed how stereotypes continue to be imposed on single
mothers despite the progress society has taken to ameliorate the gender divide. The
participants also discussed how embedded stereotypes are within workplaces and how they
influence decisions made concerning policies and labor. For example, Jenna described her place
as a single mother in the labor market to be seen as a “liability,” noting:
I’m competing with other employees who don’t have the circumstances—who
are able to be in the office. And so, that made me look like a less valuable
employee...and moms already go into the workplace looking like, you know, like
a liability. Any day now your kid could throw up and you’ll have to leave work in
the middle of what you’re doing. And there’s already a stigma against moms in
the workplace.
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Neesey also spoke about how she has been stereotyped as a single mother by members
of her local community, stating:
I think they stereotype some of us that are single moms. I think that they think
there’s just women sitting at home, sending their kids to school or whatever,
collecting benefits. It’s not that way, you know. We’re not sitting at home. We’re
working.
The stigma that is held over single mothers on a social level stem from the belief that
mothers are single because they choose to oppose the social norms of ‘family’ and ’marriage’
(Turgeon, 2018). Soren discusses her outlook on stereotypes against women in general, both
single mothers and married mothers, claiming:
I know single fathers go through things as well, but for some reason, it seems to
me, there’s just more oppression on single moms. I think because we go to work
and we make less money. Even in couples, you know, where there’s two parents.
When it’s a man and a woman, usually it’s the woman that’s having to stay home
when there’s no daycare.
While the issue of the ‘hierarchy of oppression’ continues to be debated when
comparing gender inequality and single mother-led households against all other types of
families (Macaulay, 1977; McLanahan, 1985; Kennelly, 1999), it stands to notice that single
mothers continue to be stereotyped and exploited in the workforce. As a result, the stigmas
that inundate them create conflict between their role as a parent and their role as a laborer
(e.g., leaving work early or calling in because of a sick child, maternity leave), an embedded
issue that constrains their work-family flexibility.
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Discussion
Normative parenting roles are socially constructed and are typically held universal in a
society (Purewal & Van Den Akker, 2007). Parenting roles contain responsibilities and demands
that range from ensuring the child(ren) of the parent has shelter, food, and water to
simultaneously deploying discipline and empathy (Hilton, et al., 2001). In addition, single
mothers also maintain their roles as laborers and co-educators for their children. Relatively
contemporary data about the struggles, triumphs, and resourcefulness of single mothers and
their roles as parents, laborers, and co-educators indicates an ongoing pursuit single mothers
take to maintain what is considered a ‘nontraditional livelihood’ while also mitigating gender
inequality in Western society (Campbell & Moen, 1992; Kossek & Ozeki, 1998; Kulik, 2021). The
lived experiences of the single mothers involved in this study reflect their trials and triumphs in
maintaining equilibrium in the household whenever role strain and role conflict tips the balance
of their daily responsibilities.
Concerning the role strain the participants experienced before the pandemic, all of
them found that minimal time and depletion of energy—both typically brought about from
working outside the home and other exogenous factors—were some of the biggest strains
imposed on their roles as parents. Though only one of the mothers discussed housing
inaccessibility as a strain on their role as parents, finances and work wages were a key factor
involved in the strain on their parenting roles. While many of the aforementioned factors may
seem to be role conflict, it is not the contradiction of their roles as laborers and parents that I
discuss in this section. Rather, as finances and resources are necessary for the livelihood of their
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households, the participants feel role strain in their roles as parents when they are forced to
rearrange or negate responsibilities and demands in response to the strain (Lois, 2021).
The narratives also illuminate role conflicts that the participants have had to learn how
to mitigate, particularly concerning the demands and responsibilities of work and family life. All
the single mothers noted that family demands would often interfere with work, usually due to
their children being sick or having extracurricular activities that required the mothers’ presence.
At the same time, four of the mothers described low wages as a conflict between their working
lives and their ability to afford sustainability in so far as paying the bills and purchasing food.
Working conditions and hours also impose on the mothers’ desires to spend more time with
their children as well as keeping track of their children’s needs rather than finding out when
problems have emerged (e.g., physical or mental needs, development, knowledge of how to
perform basic activities). Three of the participants have also noted how having children with
special needs affects their roles as co-educators—parents helping their children continue to
learn outside of a school setting.
As a result of the pre-pandemic role strain and conflict the participants discussed, all the
women described emotional responses to the challenges they face as single mothers. Two of
the participants discussed their feelings of guilt when they must rely on other people to take
care of their children’s immediate needs when situations arise. Two other participants
described having feelings of inadequacy in relation to certain responsibilities they have as
mothers. Two mothers discussed how they have had to sacrifice their own physical and mental
well-being at times in order to satisfy the needs of their children.
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The participants also discussed ways in which they ameliorated the challenges they
would face. At times, the participants would rely on their mothers (the maternal grandmother
of the children) to watch their children or provide necessities like food or help pay certain bills.
Given that childcare is an important factor in child development and parenting roles (Michel,
1998), all the participants discussed how they would find immediate assistance from family,
friends, neighbors, and other cohorts to help take care of their children during situations when
work demands kept them at work. Just as the single mothers interviewed for this study have
discussed their emotional responses to role strain and role conflict prior to the pandemic (e.g.,
guilt, feelings of inadequacy, frustration), they also elaborated on the ways in which they coped
with their challenges. All but one of the participants used public assistance to help with specific
challenges—particularly when mitigating income issues—such as SNAP and WIC benefits and
energy assistance. Yet, none received TANF.
Role strain and role conflict are the part of most parents lives and especially single
mothers’ experiences. What happens when large-scale, exogenous phenomena occur that
affect single mothers’ roles and responsibilities differently, especially while the mothers are
unprepared for sudden social shifts? The following sections continue the stories of the
participants’ lived experiences with role strain and role conflict, but under different
circumstances. As the COVID-19 pandemic emerged, the United States underwent social
changes, particularly regarding how the responsibilities and demands of roles are carried out
(Alon et al., 2020; Brooks et al., 2021). In addition, mandated shutdowns that were enforced
across the country influenced the roles of single mothers in rural areas and altered the
challenges that they were accustomed to regarding role strain and role conflict (Ali et al., 2020;
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Bansak & Starr, 2021). Thus, the single mothers interviewed for this study reveal the changes in
role strain and role conflict that they endured during the onset of the pandemic and
subsequent shutdowns, as well as how they mitigated these new challenges.
Role Strain: During the Pandemic
In this section, I analyze the emergence of role strain during the COVID-19 pandemic
and how the strains differed from those experienced by single mothers before the pandemic. I
divide this section into three parts that represent three different domains in which the single
mothers’ experienced role strain the most. The first domain discusses the role strain the
participants experienced in concerns to childcare cost and accessibility. Second, I discuss how
the participants experienced a change in role strain regarding labor and finances. The labor and
finances subsection describes both the single mothers’ engagement with work and the
concerns of role strain relating to their (un)employment and financial precarity during the
pandemic. The final subsection describes how the participants experienced strain in their role
as co-educators for their children during the school shutdowns of 2020-21, including their
emotional responses toward the new challenges and how they addressed the challenges for
their children’s educational benefit.
Childcare and role strain on parenting
As the pandemic shutdowns began and many parents and children found themselves
under stay-at-home orders, childcare became problematic, particularly for single mothers who
had to figure out new ways to provide care for their children (Ali et al., 2020). Single mothers
who still had to work away from home, despite the stay-at-home orders, faced even more
challenges with finding appropriate care for their children, especially when childcare centers
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were closed during the earlier period of the pandemic. Even as childcare centers began to
reopen, the costs increased, on average, by 47 percent, precluding single mothers from being
able to afford the costs (Workman & Jessen-Howard, 2020; DeParle, 2021).
The problem with the cost of childcare became difficult to manage. Jenna discussed the
changes in childcare cost and accessibility as a dire need that became more troublesome with
the effects of the pandemic and immediate social change. The strain she felt in her role as
parent was directly related to inaccessibility of childcare, imposing both emotional and financial
disparities on her and her son’s life. Jenna stated:
I would pay other moms to sit my kid when I needed care in a pinch. That all
changed during the pandemic. I lost access to things like that...it was expensive,
and I would say that childcare was probably half of my budget during the
Summer...when the tax returns hit, I always set aside a chunk of money to cover
summer childcare.
Penny also felt the strain of childcare accessibility and costs during the pandemic. While
her older two children are fairly self-sufficient, she could not afford to place her youngest in
childcare. Penny noted:
My thirteen-year-old is pretty self-sufficient and very helpful...my younger
daughter required more...[the pandemic] is when things really got hard because
the school district that my children go to closed. So, they were sent home. I
didn’t have childcare, but the school that I went to was shut down as well. So,
my job was put on hold for a little while. Everything pretty much closed. So, I was
home full-time with the three kids.
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Keeping children secure from exposure to the coronavirus in public settings also became
a strain on the participants’ roles as caretakers. Katie, who was pregnant and delivered her
baby during the pandemic, was encouraged by her parents to move in with them so that the
child had proper care and remained safe from exposure. As a result, Katie relied on a
combination of public assistance, stimulus checks, and unemployment benefits. Yet, she also
experienced bouts of depression, being homebound for several months and limited in her and
her daughter’s interactivity with the public. Katie claimed:
Having a baby in a pandemic was enough of a challenge...most of them were
with pregnancy. I had low blood pressure in the beginning. So, I had to go to,
like, weekly doctors’ appointments and I had to go by myself. No one could go
with me. And then halfway through my pregnancy I developed hypertension...So,
I had to go to the hospital three times a week all by myself...Then I had her and I
didn’t even get the option of having the father of the baby in the room when I
was having her. Not that he would’ve been, but I didn’t have the option...and
bringing the newborn home...I didn’t have a baby shower, which was really
depressing. I couldn’t have visitors after I brought the baby home. I was literally
by myself with the newborn before I moved in with my mom and dad.
Katie was not the only participant to mention having to ‘double-up’ with other family
members during the pandemic. ‘Doubling-up’ is defined as families living with other families in
the same household, typically due to financial or health-related crises in one or both of the
cohabitating families (Pilkauskas et al., 2014). Katie and her newborn eventually moved in with
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her parents during the pandemic and Neesey also discussed how she and her son lived with
both her adult daughter and her mother during the pandemic.
Cara also felt the strain of public shutdowns and access to childcare given that, because
of her disability, she was used to being home more often than able-bodied single mothers and
yet, during times when she needed someone to watch her son (e.g., doctors' appointments,
shopping), she could not afford childcare. Cara discussed this issue, noting:
We just kind of hid out in the house. My son was exposed to COVID and so was I.
So, we just really stayed at home and didn’t do a whole lot once the pandemic
started.
Though not all the participants experienced childcare accessibility and costs the same
way, they certainly understood the consequences of public shutdowns due to the COVID-19
pandemic. Depression and anxiety—as well as a general fear of exposing their children to the
virus—manifested because of childcare center closures, stay-at-home orders, and childcare
costs. In addition, single mothers were left with the precarious decision of choosing their family
above all other roles. Before discussing the role conflict of work and family life, however, it is
crucial to analyze the role strain the participants experienced with their roles as laborers first.
Job closures, finances, and role strain on labor
Childcare centers were not the only public venues that closed during the COVID-19
health crisis of 2020. Americans also found the businesses and offices they worked for closed,
forcing employees to either work remotely, have their hours cut, or find other employment
altogether (Glennon et al., 2021). Some businesses enabled employees to work remotely while
others were not able to recuperate economically from extended closures, eliminating those
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businesses from the market permanently. The social strain on labor affected many families in
the U.S., including single mother-led households. As single mothers’ employment began to be
affected by either temporary or permanent closures, they experienced strain in their roles as
laborers regarding social distancing from their labor networks and the growth of uncertainty
about whether they would be able to work from home, endure temporary layoffs, or a
termination of their jobs (and the businesses they worked for themselves) permanently (Hertz
et al., 2020).
Three of the participants had little-to-no changes in their employment status as the
pandemic and subsequent shutdowns began to take a toll on the labor market in the U.S.
However, Katie was one of the single mothers who was forced to terminate her employment
during the pandemic due to her pregnancy and, later, the fear of exposing her newborn
daughter to the virus through secondary contact. Her family, who she eventually doubled-up
with, also weighed in on her decisions—considering all potentially hazardous factors and their
ability to sustain themselves through the earlier snapshots of the pandemic shutdown. Katie
stated:
[Because] my daughter was born early...and my parents didn’t want me going
out to the workforce [just to] bring COVID back to the newborn, they just told
me to take the time off. The dynamics just changed a lot in the whole family.
Given that Katie never worked a job that would allow her to work remotely, she was one
of three participants that found it difficult to mitigate the demands for her role as a laborer
once businesses began to reopen later in 2020. In addition, living in a rural environment does
not increase the odds of finding new employment either. Rural areas are more susceptible to
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labor market shocks—as the one that occurred in 2020 and has continued to stay in effect up to
the point of this writing—as compared to urban regions, taking rural areas much longer to
recover (Thiede & Slack, 2017). Additionally, more than 21 percent of individuals who lived in
the rural U.S. found it difficult to find employment once businesses began to reopen (Mueller et
al., 2021). Katie discussed being personally affected by the decline in job access in her rural
town, stating:
It was a lot harder to find a job. Every place isn’t hiring. It’s harder to find a job
now. So, everywhere is hiring signs, you know, applying...[but] don’t hear back
from them. That’s what happened.
Penny, on the other hand, who had to terminate her employment found that managing
finances and the demands that labor typically ameliorates (e.g., paying bills, purchasing food)
was especially difficult during the pandemic. Before receiving unemployment and stimulus
checks, Penny claimed:
I know that they can’t put bills completely on hold. But considering everything
was shutdown, nobody could work...With everybody being home, your bills were
more than they would normally be if you were gone and [the kids] were gone at
school. So, everything increased but income didn’t.
Another theme that emerged during the interviews was the issue of changing
occupations in response to managing the same work demands during socially tumultuous
phenomena. Despite having a well-paying job and a Master’s degree pre-pandemic, Soren was
not spared the labor role strain with her position in healthcare. As the cases of COVID-19
increased, so did Soren’s work hours. Her choice to change occupations was not an easy
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decision but, as she felt, it was necessary so that she could maintain her physical and mental
well-being as well as her household’s livelihood—all without the risk of an over-demanding
workload. Soren stated:
Prior to changing jobs [during the pandemic], I didn’t have the capability to work
from home...my patients are important to me. I don’t mean to say they aren’t.
But, you know, when you’re pulled in different directions and need a way to fix
that...I don’t regret changing jobs.
From choosing family over work or changing jobs to mitigate the demands of labor
better during the pandemic, the participants discussed how they felt strain in their roles as
laborers and how the changes differed from their labor roles pre-pandemic. Again, the
women’s stories reflect how the role of laborer was strained but also, as discussed later, how
their role of laborer conflicted with their roles as parents and co-educators. The responsibilities
that the participants maintained in their working lives either became more problematic and/or
demanding during the onset of the pandemic or were eliminated due to business closures and
layoffs.
Role strain on single mothers as co-educators
Many parents find themselves being the co-educators of their children as they progress
through elementary and secondary school (Latunde, 2007). The participants in this study all
discussed how they interact with their children and stepchildren as co-educators when it comes
to learning. However, as schools began to shut down during the pandemic and stay-at-home
orders required children to learn remotely online, the participants were faced with a new strain
concerning how they co-educate their children. The pressing toll on single mothers resulting
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from school closures posed negative consequences on many women’s mental health and
feelings of adequacy (Croda & Grossbard, 2021). Essentially, the participants in this study had to
“learn how to learn remotely” so that they could then teach their children how to learn using
online resources (Cho et al., 2021).
Penny discussed how the new responsibilities as co-educator became strained in
response to the changes that emerged during public school closures, stating:
My older kids could do better work with a laptop and stuff. And so, for my sixyear-old who was five at the time—it was her first year of school—I became
teacher, also, instead of just mom. So, I had all my motherly duties and fatherly
duties as a single parent, plus I was trying to ensure that they still received a
proper education.
Soren, on the other hand, had to engage with teachers to get an idea as to what was
expected of her teenage daughter when she transitioned to online learning due to the school
closure. At the same time, she had to make sure her daughter was participating in the online
classes and not sleeping in or looking at online material that was not conducive to online
learning. Soren stated:
I had to reach out to teachers because, when the pandemic first hit and
[students] went home, [my daughter] was trying to tell me that a lot of stuff was
optional and that they weren’t really grading anything or holding anyone
accountable for anything. So, I reached out to figure out...because it was
depending on family’s ability to get their children online.
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Another issue that some of the participants faced during school shutdowns and remote
learning included figuring out how to teach their children new learning protocols that they,
themselves, learned differently as children. One of the most noticeable educational changes
this refers to is ‘common core education.’ Jenna, for example, explained the difficulties she
experienced in figuring out how to make sure her son was learning appropriately based on a
common core system that she was unfamiliar with. She said that:
[The school] provided these enrichment packets...I chose to implement some
time into the day to make sure [my son] was doing that. And there were some
challenges there because I don’t have a common core education and I didn’t
understand a lot of what was being asked...I couldn’t teach him common
core...had no way to gauge if he is learning this right.
Mothers also found themselves having to learn how to navigate online learning tools
and programs like Zoom, Google Hangouts, and Microsoft Teams so that their children could
learn remotely during the pandemic. Some mothers, like Neesey, found this increasingly
difficult as they are not ‘tech savvy’ and do not use the Internet often. During the first couple of
months of remote learning, Neesey saw that her son’s grades were slipping, as he was not used
to learning online, and the domain of being a co-educator had become more complex in
Neesey’s life as a single parent. She stated:
I didn’t realize the effect of [the school shutdowns] at first. But then, when I
realized that it was sent that [my son] was failing, you know...when he went to
school, his grades was up. And when he goes to school his grades are up. We
didn’t understand it...when we figured out online learning, he did alright. But he
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always does better in school than out...during the shutdown, it caused some
concerns...my son will tell you, he likes the teacher, the one-on-one...the
classroom setting...it’s easier for him to learn that way.
While Neesey found it easier for her son to learn in an in-classroom setting, schools also
provided a type of childcare for single mothers, enabling them to work during the time when
schools were in session. Holiday and summer school breaks are problematic enough for single
mothers whenever they must find and afford childcare during the breaks (Henly & Lyons, 2000).
The pandemic, however, provided new challenges and imposed strains on the responsibilities
and demands of the participants’ roles as co-educators for their children. Such challenges
included forcing mothers to adopt and navigate new skills (e.g., common core learning) and
learning mechanisms (e.g., online classes) that they were initially unfamiliar with so that their
children could continue appropriate learning.
Role Conflict: During the Pandemic
This section transitions to the role conflict the participants experienced and navigated
during the pandemic. Given that role conflict is defined as the emergence of contradictions
between different roles, I discuss how the single mothers experienced role conflict between the
three domains of parenting and childcare, labor and finances, and their role as co-educator for
their children. For example, the crisis of childcare accessibility and cost is connected to single
mothers’ work life and finances, which found many single mothers having to work remotely or
terminate their previous jobs entirely to take care of their children (King & Frederickson, 2021).
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When it came to the differences in how workplace changes and childcare center
shutdowns affected coworkers, Jenna discussed how she experienced role conflict of workfamily life differently than the people she worked with. She noted:
I didn’t have childcare and my coworkers didn’t have children. So, they weren’t
bound by the same restrictions I was...I had no choice but work remotely.
On the other hand, Soren discussed the similarities she found between herself and other
coworkers—both single and married mothers—concerning work-family conflict. Soren stated:
I had two single moms and a married mom quit my staff whenever the pandemic
started...they had no choice. The schools closed...even educated moms were
faced with ‘do I go to work, or do I take care of my kid?’ And this fell on women,
primarily.
When struggles with income are involved, particularly concerning the elevated costs of
childcare during the pandemic as childcare centers began to reopen (Procare, 2020),
participants like Penny did not have access to childcare and were forced to terminate their
employment so that they could take care of their children themselves. Sixty-five percent of
women surveyed for a study well into the pandemic discussed how childcare responsibilities
and meeting the new demands of remote educational challenges imposed on their children
were the main reasons why they either chose to work remotely or quit their jobs (Parker et al.,
2020). Penny elaborated on this struggle further, noting:
The need for childcare was a big need, since I got out of school or off work on
time, before the pandemic, to be here after the kids got home. I didn’t need
childcare before. And then when the school shut down...I had to kind of work
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around trying to find a babysitter that I could afford and still work part-time. But
finding a sitter that I could afford was next to impossible...Things really got hard
because the school district that my children go to closed. So, they were sent
home. I didn’t have childcare, but the [nursing] school that I went to was shut
down. So, my job was put on hold for a while...My mom did help if I had a
proctored exam where the room needed to be quiet.
Cara and Katie shared similar circumstances whenever it came to childcare and work.
Given that their children were not old enough to go to school when the pandemic began, their
roles as co-educators had not begun yet. However, their working and family lives still
experienced role conflict whenever it came to managing home life in tandem with continuing to
work, in Cara’s case, or finding new work, in Katie’s case, during the pandemic. Cara noted:
I knew that things would become more difficult as [my son] got older and here I
am in a wheelchair trying to manage a home by myself and doing editing as a
part-time job online. But the pandemic really affected the way we do things. It
limited my ability to leave home. It put strain on my work. I couldn’t find
someone to watch [my son] whenever it was time to go to the store or doctor’s
appointments because they wouldn’t let me bring him and, quite frankly, I didn’t
want to expose him to virus.
The transition to working remotely became a challenge for single mothers as well during
the pandemic—that is, balancing the roles of parent, laborer, and co-educator simultaneously
in a singular setting (Igielnik, 2021). Jenna faced new conflicts in her parenting, laborer, and co-
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educator roles, having to mitigate the demands of all three domains from her home without
the ability to leave to go to work while her son went to school. Jenna stated:
When the shutdown started, I started to wake up early to do work, so that my
son was asleep still and I wouldn’t have interruptions and distractions and
eventually, it got to the point where I was putting him to bed at night, hoping he
would sleep until noon because I had calls at 8a.m...sometimes that even looked
like me going to bed at nine o’clock or ten...putting him to bed next to me and
giving him video games or putting on the TV and just saying, ‘Look, I don’t care
what you do. I have to sleep. Stay up as late as you want, but you cannot leave
this bed.’ I still carry mom guilt from that. But it was a survival skill for getting my
work done. And then waking up at three or four in the morning to start
[work]...praying that [my son] didn’t wake up in the middle of my Zoom
meetings because then I have to feed him and keep him busy and entertained
and happy.
Soren, who works in healthcare and takes on many patients at one time, changed jobs
during the pandemic so that she could work from home to ensure that her teenage daughter
was able to adapt to and maintain the ability to learn online during the school district’s
shutdown. Soren elaborated on the role conflict she felt between her roles as parent, laborer,
and co-educator, stating:
I changed jobs in the middle of the pandemic...I was working from home, and I
would literally have to...when I woke [my daughter] up for school, she would fall
back asleep. And I noticed this from looking on the Zoom that apparently the
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other classmates were doing the same thing...in between my work, [I would
have] to go in and check on her to make sure she’s awake, paying attention,
doing her assignments, and stuff.
The emotional responses to such a quick and drastic change to the type of role conflict
single mothers would experience before the pandemic was also different during school and
workplace shutdowns. Many participants felt that their stress levels increased, setting off their
anxiety. Others felt defeated at times and mentally strained, having to quickly adapt to
managing their roles simultaneously in a singular setting (i.e., their homes). Jenna discusses the
emotional panic she experienced during the pandemic as she was navigating the conflict
between her parenting, laborer, and co-educator roles, claiming:
I had just gotten to the point where taking care of [my son] twenty-four seven
and working and navigating my way through all this unknown with the pandemic
had just gotten to be so much that—I don’t want to call it a ‘breakdown’ because
it was not a breakdown—but I remember calling my boss up and, I’m like, ‘I don’t
know how I can do this anymore and I think I need to quit’...it was one of the
darkest points in my life...there was no respite of any sort from any of my other
responsibilities.
The role conflict brought about by the pandemic-related shutdowns cultivated new
avenues that single mothers found themselves having to trek through for the sake of their
households’ livelihood and their own emotional and mental stability. Between workplace,
school, and childcare center shutdowns, many single mothers had to mitigate the new demands
imposed on them. The participants in this study discuss the challenges they faced with the
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increased and/or altogether different demands and responsibilities imposed upon their roles as
parents, laborers, and co-educators. The following section delves into the participants’ opinions
on the social phenomena they found themselves inundated with during the pandemic and what
should have been done to prevent such drastic changes in single mother-led households’ lives.
The participants also discuss how changes on the federal and state level should be enacted in
order to curb the disparities single mother-led households face (and faced, pre-pandemic).
Participants’ Responses to What Should be Done
When asked, “What do you feel would have been helpful during the pandemic
shutdown for you and your family?”, the participants provided a variety of opinions and
potential remedies that relate to their struggles as well as the challenges other single mothers
face. The participants’ responses range from the requirement for better wages to changes in
public policies and community assistance. First, Neesey provided her opinion of changes that
should be implemented to help single mother-led households better. On one hand, she
describes the need for better pay in her field of work and on the other hand, she discusses the
challenges with trying to get signed up for assistance like SNAP benefits, especially during the
pandemic. Neesey stated:
Wage increase would’ve been nice...just a little more easier in the system, you
know. And like, I didn’t get any assistance because I don’t have my own home.
No address. And everybody got a raise on their food stamps but...the way my job
is, I couldn’t get all the information they needed so I didn’t get any raises. So,
[during the pandemic] when those benefits was out there for everybody, I didn’t
get to get it. Cause when you would call on the phone for anything, when you’re
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working and you’re a single mother, there was the waiting time. I couldn’t wait. I
had to work. There was one time I was on the phone for three hours, waiting.
Literally, there was times I would call and hear “Our lines are too busy,” and they
would just hang up on you... that was very hard at that time because I was trying
to take time in between my work visits and you gotta do it during their [open]
hours. Somebody would even say about [my son’s] insurance, like, “Well, you
need to get him insurance.” Well, I don’t have three hours to just be on the
phone somewhere waiting on hold, you know.
Another issue that some of the participants were harmed by during the pandemic was
the minimal amount of community support (e.g., food banks, organizational reach-out
programs, children’s programs) in the rural areas where they lived. Penny elaborated on this
issue, stating:
Right now, [my town] has, like, a preschool that kids can go to and it’s free, so
that’s helpful. But after-school programs, I think, would be a good way to keep
kids out of trouble, to keep kids from being home by themselves. Especially
because parent hours and school hours most often do not go together. You have
to work later hours. Your kid has to sometimes fend for themselves when they’re
older. And I think that—since we live in such a small town, that’s something that
should be addressed...even the local churches don’t offer an after-school
program or anything and if they did, it was at such a high expense. Being a single
parent with three children, that’s three times the expense. So, it sucks living here
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sometimes because there are not a lot of programs available for people like me
and my family.
Katie also discussed the challenges of her rural community and how efforts should be
made by the municipal government to make access to public assistance easier. She noted:
There’s no reliable transportation anywhere near here. None. If you don’t have a
reliable car, you’re walking. And after I had the baby, like, my sister had a
Durango and she would have to take me to doctors' appointments and the
hospital...I needed a vehicle that I could put my baby in safely...Small towns also
need to keep the Food Banks open during stuff like this—like the pandemic. Our
county closed their Food Bank which seems so, I don’t know, so
counterproductive to me. Like, we need food, we need transportation.
While Soren was privileged to not have as many challenging issues during the pandemic
as other participants, given that she has a high-paying occupation and the only child still living
in her house is her teenage daughter, she is still keenly aware of the situations that single
mothers in her rural community face. She provided her opinion on the changes that she feels
should be implemented to ease the struggles single mother-led households face, especially
during national health crises and public shutdowns. Soren claimed:
With our labor shortages right now, there’s not shortages of people who can
work but people—when they had to weigh out ‘is it worth my children’s lives or
my grandma’s life or whoever’— [that think] is it worth that for me to go stand
there and be berated somewhere for $7.25 an hour? I think that [the social
effects of the pandemic] was a glaring realization that we were exploiting our
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workforce to begin with. And then we wanted [single mothers] to continue to
come in even if they didn’t have daycare, we need them to come in and
work...I’m hoping in the end the outcome is going to be that we’re going to start
paying people a wage that they can live on, that they can feed their kids with,
and that they don’t have to lay awake at night wondering how they’re going to
get their bills paid, or be one flat tire away from not making rent.
Cara’s opinions of changes that should be set in place during national health crises like
the pandemic were directed at the state and federal levels as well. She noted:
I just don’t understand why we don’t have something set up to handle these
situations better. So many people have lost their lives. So many have starved and
are starving still. Not...not that this hasn’t been going on for a while, even before
this mess, but I just think that this adds more stress to people that are already
struggling and then you throw this on top of everything else. Like, I was lucky to
get an increase in my food stamps and I collected those stimulus checks because
of my son, but that’s not enough. Why can we not use this pandemic as an
example of the needs we require. Especially us disabled single mothers. Things
are rough and we have to budget like no one else...our fixed incomes limit us to
financial decisions, but our kids suffer as well.
Finally, Jenna provided an extensive response to questioning the current structure of
income, labor, and childcare in the U.S. She discusses issues with how the interconnections
between the three structures are not considered when policies are formed and deployed. In
other words, while income disparities may be handled by certain agencies, there is no
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connection to nor consideration of childcare costs and assistance which are handled by other
agencies or policies. The independent development of programs and policies that are practically
connected is problematic. At the same time, federal and work programs differ and, at times,
run counter to each other. Jenna noted these faults and mentioned:
Some form of universal basic income, some kind of stipend to kind of allow
women who couldn’t find childcare to be able to take on all this added
responsibility...with a few extra dollars in their pockets, which could absolutely
have made a lot of difference in a lot of different ways...Honestly, a lot of people
are like, “Well, what do you think can help?” and I’m like, “Cash!” Cash helps
solve a lot of problems thrown at us because everything costs something these
days...also, this pandemic opened up this whole new demographic of people
who might not have previously needed formal childcare. Finding emergency
programs, throwing together daycares. Our city hall threw together their own
daycare to keep their workers at work...Programs like that should be formed so
that parents wouldn’t have that disruption...and accessible childcare would have
made a big difference in a lot of families and probably would have prevented a
lot of mothers from leaving the workforce [during the pandemic], because
whenever they return, they have to start from the bottom-up again, even if
they’ve been there for five, ten, and even twenty years.
While each participant experienced the effects of the pandemic differently from the
next, their responses to potential changes in the municipal, state, and federal levels do not
derive from a blind assessment. In other words, their lived experiences and knowledge of other
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women’s experiences inform their opinions of how programs should operate as well as what
should be provided in income, childcare, and education within the community. The participants’
outlooks are generated from the long-reaching effects of the pandemic—from the decisionmakers to the public affected by the decisions. Their responses relate to how changes and
safety nets should have already been set in place to curb the challenges that single mothers
already face, but particularly to safeguard against global health crises imposing more demands
on their roles as mothers, laborers, and co-educators.
Discussion
With the COVID-19 pandemic came new social changes for which few single mothers
were prepared. The changes that resulted from public shutdowns like businesses, schools, and
childcare centers cultivated new demands in single mothers’ roles as parents, laborers, and coeducators for their children. The role strains among the participants were similar to each other
in terms of access to and subsequent costs of childcare, their jobs, and how they co-educated
their children during school closures.
The participants underwent a change in their access to childcare, given that most
centers had closed, and the mothers did not wish to expose their children to other public areas
because of the highly contagious virus. This resulted in a strain on their roles as parents
because they underwent new demands that required them to take different methods in how
they care for their children. Additionally, the participants’ responsibilities as laborers shifted
given the closure of jobs, the transition to remote labor, the increased hours some of the
mothers experienced, and the ability to find new jobs well into the pandemic experienced by
others. Finally, the participants also experienced role strain in how they serve as co-educators
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to their children whenever schools are not in session. All the mothers had to learn new
techniques of teaching (e.g., online learning) and adapt to unfamiliar teaching methods (e.g.,
common core learning) because of school closures, forcing the children to continue their
education from home.
The participants also experienced a change in role conflicts, different from that which
they experienced pre-pandemic. The role conflict focused on in this study brings together how
all three of the previously mentioned domains (e.g., childcare, labor, and co-education) were
simultaneously affected by and influenced other domains. On one hand, many of the single
mothers had to terminate their employment or make the decision to work remotely from home
because schools and childcare centers were closed during the pandemic. On the other hand,
the participants had to take on extra responsibilities as co-educators while they were
performing labor tasks and taking care of their children’s basic needs simultaneously within the
home setting. Altogether, the pandemic-caused changes in role strain and role conflict among
single mothers were significant because they required them to navigate new or increased
responsibilities in one domain, thus sacrificing demands in other domains that they have not
had to mitigate before.
In the next chapter, I provide conclusions the summarize the themes revealed in the
interviews relating to changes in role strain and role conflict among single mothers before and
during the pandemic, as well as how the participants navigated these new changes to maintain
balance within their households. I also discuss the strengths and limitations of this research and
conclude with implications for future research that will contribute more to sociological
knowledge and studies centered around the livelihood of single mother-led households.
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Table 3. Themes Collected from In-Depth Interviews.
Participant

Neesey

Penny

+
+
+

+
+

Childcare Access Problems
Childcare Cost Problems
Work Conflict w/family (including work-fromhome)
Family Conflict w/work (including work-fromhome)
Online Learning Disputes
Mother’s Education/Educational Pursuits
Physical Health Issues (mother)
Physical Health Issues (child)
Mental Health Issues (mother)
Mental Health Issues (child)
Public Assistance Access
General Financial Problems (pre-pandemic)
General Financial Problems (pandemic)
Stereotyped as Single Mother
Sick Child (effects on labor/finances)
Other Stay-at-home Order Effects
Rural Location as Hinderance
Discuss Coworker Mothers Same Problems
Housing Crisis (pre-pandemic)
Housing Crisis (pandemic)
Considered Online Sex Work During Pandemic

+
+

+
+
+
+
+

+
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+
+
+

Katie

Soren

Cara

Jenna

+

+
+

+
+
+

+

+

+

+

+

+
+

+
+

+
+
+

+
+
+

+

+
+

+
+
+

+

+

+
+
+
+
+
+
+

+

+
+
+
+

+
+
+
+
+
+
+
+
+
+

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
The COVID-19 pandemic and social acclimation to new demands and challenges
continues to linger up to the point of this writing. While some of the experiences of role strain
and role conflict may have returned to what they were among single mother-led households
pre-pandemic, the long-lasting effects of the pandemic lockdown continue to impact single
mothers—from having to find new jobs to figuring out how to pay the increased costs of
childcare now that they can return to on-site work (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021;
DeParle, 2021; Fillion, 2022). Importantly, many of the current findings reflect emerging
research on the new social problems single mothers face (e.g., decreased income, expensive
childcare, change in occupation aspirations) and their emotional responses to these new role
strains and role conflicts, the narratives also reveal the resourcefulness of single mothers (see
Kulik, 2021).
This study utilized qualitative, in-depth interviews to hear from single mothers
themselves regarding their lived experiences during the recent nationwide pandemic crisis.
While analyzing the responses of the participants, it became clear that role strain and role
conflict either changed or became amplified among single mothers during the pandemic
because of a domino effect of social changes—social shutdowns led to responses to the
shutdowns, which led to sacrifices made because of the responses, which led to navigating new
paths to daily livelihood and household solidarity, which left potential long-term ramifications.
My findings reflect recent and emerging knowledge on how the pandemic affected single
mothers, from adopting new measures of co-educating their children with online education to
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terminating their employment in the wake of childcare closures (See also Alon et al., 2020;
Croda & Grossbard, 2021; National Women’s Law Center, 2021; Single Mother Statistics, 2022).
Changes in Single Mothers’ Role Strain and Role Conflict Experiences
The focus of this study was to search for themes that reflect changes in single mothers’
experiences and mitigations of role strain and role conflict during the pandemic, as compared
to how they managed strain and conflict before the pandemic. I relied on classic definitions of
role theory, role strain, and work-family conflict (Mead, 1934; Parsons, 1951; Getzels & Guba,
1954; Goode, 1960) to direct my focus concerning how single motherhood as a role is socially
constructed in the U.S., how the social construct continues to constrain single mothers’
decisions and statuses in the U.S., and how single mothers experience strain and conflict in
their roles as caretakers/parents, laborers, and co-educators of their children. I chose these
three domains (e.g., childcare, labor, and co-education) because, as mentioned in the literature
review, work-family conflict and role strain for working mothers are common foci of research
(See also Ali et al., 2020; Almeida et al., 2020; Malik et al., 2020; Bansak & Starr, 2021; Brooks
et al., 2021). I expected that role strains and role conflicts experienced among single mothers
would be either amplified or changed altogether because of (a) childcare center shutdowns
and, eventual, childcare cost increases, (b) business closures, layoffs, and employee
termination/increased hours, and (c) school closures and stay-at-home orders resulting in both
parents and children having to navigate unfamiliar methods of co-education.
Not all the participants experienced the same types of role strain and role conflict
before and during the pandemic. While there are similar themes that reach across most (or all)
participants’ experiences, there are other themes that are distinct to an individual participant,
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but relevant enough to be included in this study because of how it relates to the initial research
question. The participants’ experiences with role strain and work-family conflict were still
prevalent challenges in their daily lives as single mothers, pre-pandemic. Though their
experiences differed before the onset of the pandemic, one critical finding emerged from this
research: some of single mothers’ experiences with role strain and work-family conflict changed
after the pandemic.
While understanding role strain and conflict in single mothers’ lives is necessary, the
focus here was to examine the impact the pandemic had on single mothers’ experiences with
role strain and conflict (Alon et al., 2020; Enguita-Fernàndez et al., 2020; Glennon et al., 2021;
Mooi-Reci & Risman, 2021; Parker & Leviten-Reid, 2022). First, concerning changes in single
mothers’ role strain because of the pandemic-related shutdowns, the participants indicated
that their roles as parents found new or amplified strains that required them to adjust the
methods they normally utilized in daily activities. For example, four of the six mothers indicated
that because they now had more time to spend with their children, given that they were
normally at work during the weekdays while the children were at school, they had to adapt to
meeting more of their children’s demands during times that they were normally allocated to
other individuals (e.g., teachers, daycare workers, other childcare participants).
Women like Katie who gave birth to their first child during the pandemic experienced
role strain and work-family conflict differently from those that had children before the
pandemic began. Their stories still matter concerning how they experienced changes in role
strain and conflict, given the information provided them about pregnancy and parenting before
the pandemic began did not account for nationwide health crises and public shutdowns that
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they would have to navigate. While they did not experience role strain and conflict as parents,
pre-pandemic, they did experience work strain and conflict which was found to change after
the onset of the pandemic lockdown. What is significant about women that gave birth to their
first child during the pandemic is that their idea of single motherhood developed during the
nationwide lockdown, along with the experiences of role strain and conflict as parents that
somewhat differ from mothers that had children before the pandemic (Hertz et al., 2020).
Single mothers that were disabled before and during the pandemic, like Cara, also
experienced changes in role strain and conflict during the lockdown. While many of them were
used to managing their daily lives primarily from the home, they were still used to having
accessible childcare whenever they had to shop or go to doctor’s appointments (Schmidt &
Danziger, 2012). Childcare accessibility and daily routines around the home were impacted by
the pandemic lockdown, given that disabled single mothers had to mitigate the challenges of
watching their children fulltime because of school and childcare closures (Gabe, 2014).
Additionally, the new responsibilities they took on as co-educators now required more of their
attention because now their children were required to learn virtually.
Initially, I looked for themes relating to how role strain and role conflict became more
problematic among single mothers than that which they experienced pre-pandemic. Though
the experiences single mothers had concerning strain and conflict changed because of the
pandemic lockdown, I found that their resourcefulness in mitigating unfamiliar challenges was
just as relevant as the troublesome experiences themselves (Kulik, 2021). As single parents, the
participants revealed how they addressed the challenge of work-family conflict by either
choosing to work from home, finding family to watch their children as the schools closed, or
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terminated their employment altogether—finding that their roles as mothers deserved more
attention than their roles as laborers. In addition, single mothers also rose to the challenge of
co-educating their children using online resources during school closures by contacting their
children’s teachers to learn how to help their children navigate online learning, keeping track of
the times they spent on virtual face-to-face portals like Zoom, and set aside times throughout
their day—regardless of whether they worked from home or not—to assess what their children
learned throughout the day.
The participants also shared similar role strain in their roles as laborers. The themes
related to labor roles demonstrated that the participants had to mitigate new challenges in
their workplace. Before changing jobs during the pandemic, Soren was forced to work longer
and unmanageable hours because of her higher-ranking position in healthcare—a reflection of
Van Gasse and Mortelmans’ (2020) findings in how the pandemic reinforced barriers among
inflexible and irregular work hours that were applied to single mothers because of rigid
workplace policies that never accounted for social crises like the lockdown. Parker, Horowitz,
and Minkin (2020) and Glennon et al. (2021) both found that more than half the mothers
involved in their studies stated that they either chose to work from home or terminate their
employment to take care of their children in response to childcare center and resource
closures. Cara, Jenna, Penny, Katie, and Neesey experienced forms of these work-family
conflicts by either working from home, terminating employment, or finding new childcare
resources so that they could continue their pre-pandemic work schedules. Essentially, the
decisions the participants made concerning their labor came about quickly and unexpectedly
because of the pandemic shutdowns.
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The participants also experienced different role strains in their ability to co-educate
their children. Given that most mothers—single or married—serve as co-educators to their
children when they are not in class (e.g., afternoons, weekends, holiday breaks, summer
breaks), they typically develop their own method of teaching to accommodate to their
children’s learning ability and education level (Latunde, 2007; Bansak & Starr, 2021). However,
as schools began to close and children had to attend online classes, the participants found
themselves having to learn how to navigate online programs, ensuring that their children were
turning homework in virtually, and learning how to teach their children with new curricula that
they were unfamiliar with, such as common core learning.
All the participants agreed that their roles as parents, laborers, and co-educators, at
some point, contradicted each other. In other words, the mothers discussed how their role as
parent became conflicted with their work life, producing difficult situations that required quick
decision-making. For example, Penny’s three children had to learn from home during school
closures and, given that she could not afford childcare before the pandemic and, especially,
because she had no access to childcare during the pandemic, Penny was forced to terminate
her employment so that she could take care of her children. Soren also found herself in a
difficult position concerning work-family conflict. Soren was a healthcare worker and, given that
the pandemic was a health-related crisis, her work hours were increased, leaving her with even
less time to tend to her daughter’s needs and ensure that she was engaging with her online
schooling. As a result, Soren made the decision to change jobs so that she could maintain
equilibrium between being able to work from home and take care of her daughter
simultaneously.
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The participants discussed how their experiences with work-family conflict changed
after the pandemic began, ranging from the new challenges applied to their ability to work and
parent simultaneously to a change in the resources they utilized for childcare so that their roles
as laborers were still balanced. Neesey’s experience with work-family conflict found her having
to rely on family to watch her son and help him out with schooling because her work hours and
duties did not change during the pandemic. Katie, on the other hand, left both of her jobs at the
onset of the pandemic while she was pregnant out of fear of exposure to the virus. during. She
had to move in with her parents eventually before she delivered her daughter because she
could no longer afford to pay bills—which were still required—and her parents agreed that
exposure to the virus in public places would affect her pregnancy. While Cara’s workload as a
remote editor lightened during the pandemic, her responsibilities as a parent increased, given
that her son was with her all the time. Cara had to put off her work so that she could meet her
son’s needs, redirecting her responsibilities as a laborer to meet the increased demands as a
parent. Jenna also decided to work from home whenever she was given the option because she
did not wish to have someone else watch her son out of fear of exposure to the coronavirus.
The emotional responses to role strain and role conflict were also prevalent in the data
gathered from the participants. Many of the mothers found themselves helpless at times
because of lack of work and financial struggles. Other participants discussed how they felt
inadequate either as a parent, worker, or co-educator because they found difficulty in
navigating the new challenges brought about in one or more of the three domains. It is
important to note that not only was stress elevated, at times, but the type of stress was
different in that single mothers had to navigate new demands and responsibilities that were
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unfamiliar to them, like having to change the way they work or co-educate their children (MooiReci & Risman, 2021; SMS, 2022). While individuals often attempt to perform the
responsibilities and demands of many of their roles well, they can also feel that they perform
each of them inadequately, impacting their emotional experiences with role strain and role
conflict when they emerge.
Study Strengths, Limitations, and Implications for Future Research
In this study, I only used data gathered from six participants; a sample size that limits
the scope of this research and the findings. However, given that this is a pilot study, the nuance
and perspective obtained in this research provides data to help direct future research
concerning role strain and work-family conflict among single mothers in the rural U.S. Despite
the small sample size, however, I reached saturation in assessing the participants’ experiences
and emotional responses to the changes they endured with role strain and work-family conflict.
While much of the results in this study mirror those of others that examined how the pandemic
lockdown impacted single mothers in the U.S., I specifically examined changes over time or,
rather, how single mothers’ experiences of role strain and work-family conflict
differed/remained the same before and during the pandemic.
I would like to interview more than fifty single mothers using a similar in-depth
interview protocol that informs the research question. With an increase in sample size, this will
enable me to tease out more nuance and perspective among single mothers and not just how
their experiences as parents, laborers, and co-educators change under the stressors of
nationwide crises, but how their ability to be resourceful does not change when facing such
crises. I also intend to include enough single mothers in at least two racial/ethnic groups,
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diverse economic classes, and at least two different sexual orientations to deploy an
intersectional analysis that will allow me to understand how single mothers’ experiences with
role strain/conflict can differ when cutting through different intersecting factors (Crenshaw,
1991; Shields, 2008; Collins & Bilge, 2020). Ideally, future research should be intersectional, and
a large sample would enable at least some intersectional analyses. While a qualitative study
cannot examine all single mothers’ experiences, it could inform how social indicators like race,
ethnicity, sexuality, education level, class, education level, and (dis)ability lead to different
experiences during a social lockdown, experiences that depend on both single mothers’ social
identifiers and how society assists/neglects their groups during widespread crises.
In addition, location is important, given that my focus pulled in rurality as a variable. In
this study, the participants interviewed are from rural Illinois and Missouri. Rurality should be
examined on its own, examining single mothers’ experiences with role strain and conflict in
more diverse rural areas and comparing the results to those gathered from urban areas. When
analyzing single mothers’ experiences with role strain and conflict during the pandemic
lockdown in rural areas through an intersectional lens, largely white communities could be
compared to those of largely Latin American, African American, and Native American
communities. In doing so, the results will contribute to knowledge regarding how the pandemic
impacted single mothers’ roles in different domains (e.g., childcare, labor, co-education),
cutting through intersecting lines like race, ethnicity, class, and immigration status that are
grounded in rural studies.
Questions regarding rurality itself should be added to the interview protocol and the
sample size should include more than just rural Illinois and Missouri. For example, a
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comparative regional study will add more credibility to this research (e.g., rural Midwest, rural
Northeast) and assist in increasing the sample size and scope as well. On one hand, while
similar challenges can be compared to single mothers that live(d) in urban and suburban areas
during the pandemic (see Parker & Leviten-Reid, 2022; Radey et al., 2022), it is crucial to
understand how single parent-led families in rural areas experience challenges differently when
compared to urban-centric studies that dominate social science research (Brooks et al., 2021).
On the other hand, using the voices of single mothers in rural America contributes even more
to the growing public knowledge of the disparities of gendered policy- and program-making and
the unequal structure of gender that continues to perpetuate patriarchal control throughout all
social institutions and federal laws (e.g., allocating most unpaid childrearing and housekeeping
roles to women, unequal wages between women and men in the labor force, unfair lawmaking
banning women from making decisions about their own bodies such as abortion and birth
control) (Kornbluh & Mink, 2019; Croda & Grossbard, 2021; Mooi-Reci & Risman, 2021).
Another social factor that was not elaborated on but was part of the questionnaire
concerns class or, rather, the gross annual income of single mother-led households. Though the
income of the participants is recorded (As seen in Table 1) and can be seen in how it influences
the way in which single mothers handle the social changes of the pandemic (e.g., childcare,
utilities, food, transportation), given the small sample size the data cannot provide conclusions
regarding social class. Therefore, household income can elaborate on how income level is tied
to the experiences of role strain/role conflict increase over time, when factoring in nationwide
crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Topics that were not part of the interview protocol emerged during the interviews,
enabling me to ask additional questions so that the participants could elaborate on these
emergent themes. For example, the new topics revealed the participants’ outlooks on how role
strain and work-family conflict among single mothers could be eased, particularly during
national health crises. Several participants agreed that more control over their work schedules,
positive work climates, economic mobility, and better access to and affordability of licensed
childcare would ease the physical and mental constraints imposed on them as single mothers.
Many of the participants also discussed how resourceful they became when the pandemic
upended their households’ daily lives. Therefore, future research on single mothers’
resourcefulness during national crises should be considered in studies regarding single mothers’
experiences with role strain/role conflict, while also being used to inform amending public
assistance programs, policy making, and workplace organization.
Finally, the constraints single mothers feel applied to their roles as parents/caretakers,
co-educators, and laborers are still a result of gender inequality. Though I only use single
mothers’ stories of their lived experiences to analyze how the experienced role strain and role
conflict differently in two distinct snapshots (pre-pandemic and during the pandemic), gender
inequality must be observed as existing in between the lines of role strain/conflict experience
whenever the participants’ stories are compared to data gathered from married families and/or
single father-led households. While I do not openly discuss critical feminist theory and
contemporary Marxist-feminist theory in this study, they certainly represent the underpinnings
of my approach to such social issues.
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Critical feminist theory and Marxist-feminist theory can be included in the future
research of this topic, particularly in how data is gathered and the lens through which the data
are analyzed. Using these perspectives from research designs to analyze the way in which rural,
single mothers' roles are institutionalized and are then impacted by social crises like the
pandemic lockdown, the emergent themes gathered from this analysis can increase our
knowledge of how embedded gender inequality is and how preventative safeguards should be
constructed to ameliorate the challenges that single mothers face. Just as other social scientists
question the gendered approaches taken to combat the pandemic, placing women in far more
disadvantaged work-family positions than men (Enguita-Fernàndez et al., 2020), it is crucial to
not only analyze gender inequality but apply theory to action in revolutionizing the concept of
gender, enfranchising single mothers and their ability to be socially and economically mobile,
and curbing the binary divisions between women and men and single mother-led households
and other households.
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APPENDIX C
SIUC HSC-APPROVED RECRUITMENT FLYER

Single Mothers Needed for Research
Southern Illinois University-Carbondale
Sociology Department

We are looking for single mothers from rural southern Illinois and Missouri to share their
stories of how the COVID-19 pandemic affected their lives, both at work and at home.
Participants will take part in a 30-60 minute interview that asks about their parenting and
working experiences before and during the pandemic. Participants will also be entered into a
random drawing for a $20 Amazon gift card!
Requirements for this study are as follows:
1. Age: 19-years or older
2. Family Status: Single mother-led household
3. Location: Must have lived in rural Illinois or Missouri since January 2020

If you are interested in this study, please reach out using the following contact information:
Scott Miller (Graduate Student of SIU-C: Sociology Department of the School of
Anthropology, Political Science, and Sociology) – Phone: (573) 889-8759; Email:
scott.r.miller@siu.edu
Dr. Rachel Whaley (Associate Professor of SIU-C: Sociology Department of the School of
Anthropology, Political Science, and Sociology) – Phone: (618) 453-2494; Email:
rwhaley@siu.edu
•

•
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APPENDIX D
SIUC HSC-APPROVED CONSENT FORM
Consent to Participate in Research
My name is Scott Miller. I am a graduate student in Sociology at Southern Illinois UniversityCarbondale. I am asking you to participate in my research study. The purpose of this study is to
learn the stories of rural single mothers and how their daily lives were affected by the COVID-19
pandemic and subsequent labor, school, and public shutdowns. Understanding your
experiences as a single mother - either positive or negative - before, during, and after the
pandemic, will inform social scientists on the experiences and roles single mothers take on
during national crises.
Participation is voluntary. If you choose to participate in the study, it will take approximately
30-60 minutes of your time. You will complete a short questionnaire and then you will be
interviewed about your experiences as a single mother—both in the workplace and at home—
and how the pandemic and public shutdowns affected those experiences. The minimum age to
participate is 19-years-old.
Your responses will be audio recorded and transcribed; both will be stored in a locked file
cabinet in the locked office in Faner Hall, room 4337. Your answers will be kept confidential;
your data will be given a code; a list of names and codes will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in
a different office (Faner Hall, room 3434) for one year. The audio recordings will be destroyed
after 1 year and the transcripts after 3 years. Please do not use your or other individuals’ names
or locations in your responses to protect the privacy of nonparticipants (e.g., your children,
coworker(s), employers). Only those directly involved with this project will have access to the
data. I will take all reasonable steps to protect your identity.
There is no penalty for not participating or for withdrawing from the study. If you would like to
withdraw during the interview, tell me and I will end the interview immediately and delete your
audio recording. If you would like to withdraw before the interview takes place, call or email
me at least 12 hours before the interview is scheduled. If you choose to participate, you may
still choose to not answer specific questions. If you do not wish to be audio recorded, tell me.
Many people find sharing their stories to be gratifying and my goal is to use your stories to help
inform knowledge. The anticipated risks of this study are minimal. The products of this project,
a presentation and a paper, will not identify you personally. If you would like to be entered into
a random drawing for an electronic $20 Amazon gift card, please tell me. The drawing will
include twenty people altogether and the electronic gift card will be delivered via email to the
person whose name is drawn after all participants have been interviewed. The individual’s
email address will be kept in a separate locked filing cabinet in room 3434 of Faner Hall.
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If you have any questions about the study, please contact me or my faculty advisor: Scott Miller
(573) 889-8759 – scott.r.miller@siu.edu; Dr. Rachel Whaley (Associate Professor of SIU-C:
Department of Sociology in the School of Anthropology, Political Science, and Sociology) (618)
453-7631 – rwhaley@siu.edu
“I have read the information above and any questions I asked have been answered to my
satisfaction. I agree to participate in this activity and know my responses will be tape recorded.
I understand a copy of this form will be made available to me for the relevant information and
phone numbers. I realize that I may withdraw without prejudice at any time.”
“I agree _____ I disagree _____to have my responses audio recorded.”
“I agree_____ I disagree _____ that Scott Miller may quote me directly, but anonymously/with a
pseudonym in his paper.”
Participant Signature and Date
This project has been reviewed and approved by the SIUC Institutional Review Board. Questions concerning your
rights as a participant in this research may be addressed to the committee chairperson, Office of Research
Compliance, SIUC, Carbondale, IL 62901. Phone (618)453-4534. E-mail: siuhsc@siu.edu
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APPENDIX E
SIUC HSC-APPROVED QUESTIONNAIRE
Questionnaire for Working Mothers Research Study
1. Numeric code (provided by researcher):
2. Please offer a pseudonym (a pretend name) to be used when writing about your interview:

3. Where do you live currently? Please list town and state:
4. Please describe your current household. Please list the ages and work status for each person
you live with at least half of the week.
Age
Work Status (child, student, unemployed, laid off, part-time, full-time,
retired)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
5. How many children in total do you parent (whether they live with you or not)?
6. What is your current job title and where do you work? Please list all jobs (company names
will not be used in any results; they will be given pretend names).
Job title
Company/firm/store
1.
2.
3.
4.
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7. Did you have other jobs that you no longer have since January 1, 2020. Please list all past
jobs.
Job title
Company/firm/store
1.
2.
3.
4.
8. How do you describe your race and/or ethnicity?
9. What is the highest degree or level of education you have completed?
A. High School
B. Some College
C. Bachelor’s Degree
D. Master’s Degree or higher
E. Trade School
F. Prefer not to say
10. What is your current marital or relationship status?
A. Never married and single
B. Never married but in a dating relationship
C. Married or domestic partnership
D. Widowed
E. Divorced
F. Separated
11. What is your annual household income?
A. Less than $5,000
B. $5,000 to $7,499
C. $7,500 to $9,999
D. $10,000 to $12,499
E. $12,500 to $14,999
F. $15,000 to $17,499
G. $17,500 to $19,999
H. $20,000 to $24,999
I. $25,000 to $29,999
J. $30,000 to $34,999
K. $35,000 to $39,999
L. $40,000 to $49,999
M. $50,000 to $74,999
N. $75,000 to $99,999
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O.
P.
Q.
R.

$100,000 to $149,999
$150,000 to $199,999
$200,000 or more
Prefer not to say

12. Since January 2020, did you receive any form of child support?
A. Yes
B. No
C. Don’t Know, please explain: ____________________________________
13. Since January 2020, have you—because of sickness, unemployment, or any other reason—
received anything like welfare, unemployment insurance, or other aid from government
agencies? (This does not include the Federal Stimulus Checks distributed during the pandemic.)
A. Yes
B. No
C. Don’t Know, please explain: _________________________________________
14. Since January 2020, have you personally ever received income from Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC), General Assistance, Supplemental Security Income, or Food
Stamps?
A. Yes, 1 or more
B. No
C. Don’t Know, please explain: _________________________________________
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APPENDIX F
SIUC HSC-APPROVED INTERVIEW QUESTION PROTOCOL
Working Mothers Research Project
Pre-Pandemic
1) Tell me about your life as a parent and a worker before the COVID-19 pandemic (before
the year 2020). Walk me through a typical day in your life.
General Probes
a) What were some positive moments in your daily life?
b) What types of challenges did you face? Were there any times when you struggled
to meet all of your daily, weekly, or monthly responsibilities?
c) What kinds of solutions did you try to remedy those challenges? NOTE: This
question could help garner information about the subject’s reliance (regular or
intermittent) on public assistance if they are uncomfortable being asked outright
about receiving such assistance. Potential answers to this question would enable
me to omit the next question. However, the next question is structured so as to
make the subject feel more comfortable discussing their use of public assistance.
If needed, for the sake of building rapport with the subject, I will give examples of
my own lived experience receiving SNAP benefits before the pandemic and
unemployment during the pandemic shutdown.
d) Given that almost half of single parent-led households have to receive some type
of public assistance at different points in their lives, what, if any, public assistance
did you seek and/or receive (e.g., SNAP benefits, TANF, food banks)? Was this
assistance enough to help you and your family?
Work Probes
e) What type of work did you do before the COVID-19 pandemic?
f) How many hours did you work per week?
g) What was your schedule like? Were your hours flexible? Did you have any say
over what hours you worked?
h) Were you satisfied with your job before the pandemic? (Sub-probes: duties,
interactivity with employers, interactivity with coworkers, wages.)
i) Did, at any time, your home-life affect your work-life? (Sub-probes: child(ren)
activities like sports or arts that made you call-in/reschedule your hours
frequently, sometimes, or never; lack of childcare/babysitter.)
Family Probes
j) How many children do you have and what are their ages?
k) What was the size of your household? (Sub-probes: amount of people living in the
house; were any of the other people relatives, friends, other single mothers.)
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l) What were your regular duties as a single mother? (Sub-probes: getting your
child(ren) ready for school, helping them with their homework, preparing meals.)
m) Did, at any time, your work-life affect your home-life? (Sub-probes: inflexible
work hours, low wages that could not cover all of the bills (including childcare),
frequent layoffs or cuts in hours.)
n) Can you tell me about a time when you felt worried about providing your
child(ren) things they needed, like food, clothing, and housing? How often did
you feel that type of worry?
o) Do you ever feel like your work and parent roles conflict?
During Pandemic
1) Tell me about your life as a parent and a worker during the COVID-19 pandemic (most
of the year 2020). Walk me through a typical day in your life during this global health
crisis.
General Probes
a) What were some positive moments in your daily life?
b) Were there any times when you struggled to meet all of your daily, weekly, or
monthly responsibilities?
c) What types of challenges did you face?
d) What kinds of solutions did you try to remedy those challenges?
e) What, if any, public assistance did you seek and/or receive? Was this assistance
enough to help you and your family?
Work Probes
f) What type of work did you do during the COVID-19 pandemic?
g) How many hours did you work per week?
h) What was your schedule like? Were your hours flexible? Did you have any say
over what hours you worked?
i) Were you satisfied with your job during the pandemic? Were there
reasonable/unreasonable changes in your duties or hours? Can you tell me of a
time when you did not want to go to work due to possible exposure to the virus?
j) Did, at any time, your home-life affect your work-life? Did you have to pick up a
second job/additional hours due to hour cuts or layoffs? If so, what was this job
like and how did it affect your family time?
Family Probes
k) What was the size of your household during the pandemic? (Sub-probes: amount
of people living in the house; were any of the other people relatives, friends, other
single mothers.) Did the size of your household change because of pandemicrelated circumstances? (Sub-probes: doubling-up living quarters with others;
negative effects toward the end of the eviction moratorium.)
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l) Did your regular parental duties change during the pandemic? (Sub-probes:
ensuring your child(ren) still maintained education either from home or getting
them safely to school; worrying about maintaining your child(ren)’s social
distancing.)
m) Did, at any time, your work-life affect your home-life during the pandemic? (Subprobes: changes in work hours/layoffs; longer childcare and childcare expenses
because your child(ren) had to be schooled from home.)
n) What new challenges arose in your home-life as a result of your child(ren) having
to learn from the home front instead of going to school?
o) Can you tell me any other examples of a time you worried about your child(ren)
during the lockdown? (Sub-probes: having to use a new child caretaker/
babysitter, limited or no access to the Internet for the child to learn from home
due to either financial (cannot afford it) or geographic (live too remotely to
receive access to services) circumstances.)
p) Can you describe a time when the pandemic increased or caused conflict between
work and parenting?
Other Probing Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What were your family’s needs before the pandemic?
What were your family’s needs during the pandemic?
What are your family’s needs, currently?
What steps do you feel should be taken to help satisfy you and your family’s needs?
Did the effects of the pandemic and shutdown leave you feeling helpless, worried, or
afraid at any time? What brought about such feelings?
6. Given your experiences, what do you feel would have been helpful during the pandemic
shutdown for you and your family (e.g., wage increase, free childcare, renewal of any
policies you relied or continue to rely on)?
7. Is there any local community support that you have or could rely on for assistance? How
do you feel about the type of assistance your local community offers? If the community
offers no known assistance, what do you propose the community should do to help you
and other single mother-led families out: both in your daily lives and during national
crises?
Conclude the interview by letting the subject know that the stories of their experiences will help
to address the issues single mothers and their children face. By assuring them that their
empowerment exists through speaking out about the problems they face to members in a
profession that works directly and indirectly with politicians, policy-makers, social services, and
community developers, their lived experiences can be brought to the attention of those whose
decisions affect single mother-led households’ daily lives.
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